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Abstract
Abstract
Budget speeches are important discursive institutional practices in which fiscal and monetary policy
are presented to parliaments on an annual basis. The issue of ideology and the contingent nature of
discourse is rarely considered with budgets delivered in specific policy contexts presented as
pragmatic truth statements unhindered by the distorting lens of ideology. Employing contributions
from post-structural discourse theory, dialogism, critical realism and corpus linguistics this thesis
addresses three research questions: what discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches from
1970 to 2015? How are these discourses structured? How are social imaginaries and subject
positions constructed through these discourses? Methods consist of a preliminary close reading
informed by post-structural discourse theory of a sub-corpus of Irish budget speeches from 1970 to
2015; this initial stage provides periodisation and insights into the structural composition of
discourse within Irish budget speeches during this period. The second method involves the
application of keyword and concordance analyses to examine the changing composition of
keywords and their semantic meanings over time, using the periodisation derived from the initial
close reading. It is found that Irish budget speeches are structured around four discourses, a leftliberal discourse from 1970-1977, a period of extended dislocation from 1978-1982, a softneoliberal discourse from 1983-2008 and a neoliberal austerity discourse from 2009-2015. The
thesis presents a novel periodisation of the structure of Irish budgetary discourse, models those
discourses while illustrating methodological innovations and theoretical developments to the field
of post-structural discourse theory and discursive institutionalism respectively.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Budget speeches offer us snapshots of how meaning is ascribed to diverse economic and
social issues at a moment in time. They tell us something not only about ideology and visions of the
future (MacDonald et al., 2021), but also about the relative power of competing interest groups to
secure portions of the social surplus and during times of hardship, protect themselves from rising
taxes and cuts (Bräutigam, 2004). Over the past century Ireland has seen far-reaching economic,
social, political and ideational change. The transformation from a closed, protectionist society to an
open, post-industrial and largely cosmopolitan society (Ostwald, 2011) with a high rate of human
development (United Nations, 2021) is a phenomenon which few other countries have managed to
achieve. At the centre of this story we find the annual budget speech delivered to Dáil Éireann by
the Minister for Finance.
Despite research which employs budget speeches as a material for the analysis of discourse
in various European policy contexts (Hakhverdian, 2012; Karremans, 2021; Wenzelburger, 2011)
and the recent interest in discourse within policy analysis (Boswell & Hampshire, 2017; Carstensen,
2011; Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Hogan & O’Rourke, 2015; Hogan & Timoney, 2017; Schmidt,
2008, 2010, 2013, 2015, 2017, 2017, 2018; Schmidt & Thatcher, 2013, 2014), especially poststructural discourse approaches (Bacchi, 2000; Bacchi & Bonham, 2014; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016,
2016; Glasze, 2007a, 2007b; Griggs & Howarth, 2002, 2017; Howarth & Griggs, 2012, 2015;
Nabers, 2019) there is a relative dearth of research on discourses enacted through budget speeches
from a post-structuralist perspective. This lack is only felt more strongly when considering the
particular case of Ireland. Few studies offer insight into underlying discourses which legitimate
changes to fiscal behaviour since the 1970s (O’Rourke & Hogan, 2014) even if there are no
shortage of conventional accounts which focus solely on underlying economic causes (Bacon et al.,
1986; Leddin & Walsh, 1998, 2013; McCormack, 1979; Ó Gráda, 1997).
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This study seeks to offer a contribution to knowledge as it attempts to address this gap by
diachronically examining the changing structure of discourses employed in Irish Budget speeches
from 1970 to 2015. To achieve this it seeks to “locate and analyse the mechanisms by which
meaning is produced, fixed, contested and subverted” (Howarth, 2005, p.341) across Irish budget
speeches from 1970 to 2015.
The text is organised in a conventional manner, beginning with reviews of both literature
and policy contexts followed by a discussion of methods. Analyses are presented which follow from
the methods, specifically two chapters are dedicated to the qualitative analysis confined to the
opening and closing statements of budget speeches whilst the final analytical chapter employs
corpus linguistic methods to examine the prevalence of keywords throughout the whole corpus of
budget speeches from 1970 to 2015, not just the opening and closing statements. Findings,
discussion and the conclusion follow from the analyses.
Chapter 2 situates this thesis in relation to literature on post-structuralism and the policy
process. It considers the role of discourse in relation to policy change as well as increasingly
popular discursive approaches to policy analysis (Hogan & Howlett, 2015; Hogan & O’Rourke,
2015; Howarth & Griggs, 2015; MacDonald et al., 2021; Panizza & Miorelli, 2013; Remling, 2017;
Schmidt, 2008, 2010, 2015).
Chapter 3 addresses the political, economic and ideological contexts underpinning the
development of discourses within Irish budget speeches which are used in this study. Given that
there is no consistent means of periodisation which might be employed to segment the 45 years
under examination, it has been segmented into five equal periods of nine-years to facilitate
examination. The goal of the chapter is to provide the reader with an understanding of the political,
economic and ideological background to the discursive foreground which emerges from subsequent
analysis.
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Chapter 4 returns to the theoretical approach used in this work. It clarifies the theoretical
resources and positions adopted for the purposes of carrying out this research and provides an
overview of meanings for particular terms, as they have been used in this thesis. Specifically this
chapter addresses issues pertaining to the use of post-structural discourse theory (PSDT). It
critically engages with contributions by Volosinov (1930/1973), Bakhtin (1981/2008) and Bhaskar
(1979/1998) in relation PSDT (Glynos & Howarth, 2007; Laclau, 1990, 2005, 1996/2007, 2015;
Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001; Marttila, 2015; Mouffe, 2013) to offer a synthesis on the basis that
“different theoretical approaches are not incommensurable … but partially combinable, if at least
some similar theoretical premises are present” (Pühretmayer, 2010, p. 9) thus presenting a novel, if
relatively minor, theoretical contribution to the field.
Chapter 5 deals with methodology. In doing so it outlines the aims, objectives and research
questions which orient the analysis whilst also addressing the practical methods employed in the
discourse analysis which range from a close qualitative reading of opening and closing statements
to the application of corpus linguistic tools such as keyword analysis and concordancing. Issues of
positionality, ontological and epistemological underpinnings as well as criteria for evaluation are
also discussed in this chapter.
Chapter 6 analyses the changing construction of economic progress, employment, fiscal
policy and fairness which emerge in these opening and closing statements of Irish budget speeches
from 1970 to 2015. It achieves this through a close reading of these opening and closing statements,
employing PSDT through axial coding to determine the boundaries of the discursive periods which
emerge through this analysis.
Chapter 7, through the same method employed in Chapter 6, analyses the construction of
social imaginaries and subject positions within the opening and closing statements of Irish budget
speeches from 1970 to 2015. Chapters 6 and 7 demonstrate how discourses emerge and develop
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through the opening and closing statements of the chosen budget speeches. In doing so a
periodisation emerges based on empirically observed discursive change. The empirical analysis of
discursive structure presented in these two chapters forms the periods used for the ensuing keyword
analysis in Chapter 8.
Chapter 8 employs corpus linguistic tools such as keyword analysis and concordance
analysis to examine not just the opening and closing statements of the preceding chapter, but the
entirety of the budget speeches collected from 1970 to 2015. The goal of the chapter is to explore,
using keyword analysis, the smaller-scale qualitative post-structural analysis employed in preceding
chapters. Keyword analysis with concomitant analysis of context through concordance analysis
facilitates the production of knowledge about the discursive structure in relation to the entirety of
budget speeches examined.
Chapter 9 engages with the findings produced by the preceding three analytical chapters. In
this chapter the results of the preceding empirical analysis are synthesised in order to produce a
model of budgetary discourse in Ireland. This model offers answers in relation to the research
questions provided in Chapter 5.
Finally, Chapter 10 concludes with a discussion of the findings and contributions of the
project in light of extant literature. The thesis finds that four discourses order the budget speeches
examined over four distinct periods from 1970 to 2015, these discourses are a left-liberal discourse
a neoliberal discourse punctuated with periods of breakdown and change. It also offers
contributions towards the literature regarding the emergence of neoliberalism in Ireland, discursive
institutionalism (DI) and contributions to the theoretical and methodological application of corpus
linguistic methods with PSDT. The chapter concludes with a discussion on avenues for future
research in light of the work presented in this thesis.
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Chapter 2: The Policy Process and Post-Structuralism
2.1 Introduction
This thesis is primarily concerned with understanding the discourses employed in Irish
budget speeches from 1970 to 2015 and employs a combination of post-structural discourse analysis
and corpus linguistic methods to assess the development of these discourses. In light of this it is
necessary to examine the relationship between policy process analysis and post-structuralism to
situate this study within the extant literature. This chapter addresses some of the more pertinent
approaches for this study and discusses why a synthesis of DI and PSDT as used in this work offers
a useful and insightful approach to analyse the diachronic development of discourse through Irish
budget speeches from 1970 to 2015.
It is not contentious to point out that there exists an uneasy relationship between
conventional positivist approaches to policy analysis and those approaches which take an
interpretivist or social constructionist approaches (Bacchi & Bonham, 2014). Nevertheless, the
application and critique of post-structural theory to policy analysis is not a new area of investigation
(Bevir, 2004; Gottweis, 2003; Wagenaar, 2014). There is a consistently growing literature engaging
with the application of post-structuralist theory, and more specifically PSDT, for the purpose of
policy analysis (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016; Gottweis, 2003; Griggs & Howarth, 2002; Howarth &
Griggs, 2012, 2015; Panizza & Miorelli, 2013; Paul, 2009; Remling, 2017, 2018).
This chapter will examine key literature related to discourse and policy analysis,
problematising current literature related to ideas and discourse, specifically the tendency of some
prominent scholars in the field such as Schmidt (2008, 2010) to reduce discourse to a function of
ideas. It concludes by considering contemporary contributions to policy analysis from a poststructuralist perspective and what these can offer to a DI approach in respect to the analysis of
budget speeches.

19

Chapter 2: The Policy Process and Post-Structuralism
2.2 Discourse and New Institutionalism
2.2.1 Preparing the Way for Further Discourse Analytical-Institutional Combinations
Bell (2011, p. 883) asks a pertinent question in an article entitled “do we really need a new
‘constructivist institutionalism to explain institutional change?” The arguments made for this
proposition come from a critique that Historical Institutionalism (HI) privileges the structure of
institutions over the agency of actors (Hay & Wincott, 1998; Olsen, 2009), constrains rather than
enables political action (Blyth, 2002; Schmidt, 2008) or subordinates agency to structure (Schmidt,
2008). Critiques which have been acknowledged from within the field of HI, that there can be a
tendency towards a form of crude or mechanistic “institutional determinism” (Steinmo, 1993, p.
12).
On the one hand, an over-privileging of structure leads to a type of mechanistic determinism
which negates the agency of individuals who produce and reproduce institutions. On the other hand
an over-privileging of agency leads to a type of voluntarism which neutralises the role of those
structures which constrain the possibilities of action for, and are ontologically prior to, the agent
(Bell, 2011). This is a point of contention which has been in circulation within the social sciences
for many years; for example one can read a similar dispute being carried out over four decades prior
(Berger & Pullberg, 1965). Bhaskar (1979) outlines a succinct account of the underlying
epistemological divisions through four models of the relationship between society and the
individual.
The Weberian or voluntarist model of society privileges the agency of the individual and
“social objects are seen as the results of (or as constituted by) intentional or meaningful human
behaviour” (Bhaskar, 1979, p.117). This stands in opposition to the Durkheimian model which tends
towards reification in which social objects are seen as external and coercive of the individual
(Bhaskar, 1979), the analogous equivalent in the field of policy analysis consists of sticky accounts
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of HI as critiqued by Steinmo (1993). These conceptions lead to a synthesis which offers a
dialectical account of social objects and individuals in which the former does not “stand on its own,
apart from the human activity that produced it” (Berger & Pullberg, 1965, pp. 62–63) rather it is
“encountered by the individual as an alien facticity … as a coercive instrumentality” (Berger &
Pullberg, 1965, p. 63). This view can, in turn, be critiqued as a conflation of ontological categories;
merging the individual with the social structure exacerbates the underlying voluntarism in the first
movement of the dialectic whilst also reifying the same social structures in the second movement of
the dialectic (Bhaskar, 1979/1998).
A third option exists, a model which “generates a clear criterion of historically significant
events: viz. those that initiate or constitute ruptures, mutations or more generally transformations in
social forms” (Bhaskar, 1979, p.121) or as Bell (2011, p.900) summarises that “embedded agents
[are] a key component of the analysis, albeit agents who are dialectically engaged in shaping and
being shaped by their relevant contexts over time”. Despite the awkward use of language invoking
dialectical logic which would seem to place Bell’s (2011) epistemological allegiance as following in
the footsteps of Berger and his colleagues (Berger & Luckmann, 1966/1991; Berger & Pullberg,
1965) the approach more clearly resembles Bhaskar’s “transformational model of social activity”
(1979, p.120) which is concerned with reproduction and transformation of ontologically prior
structures.
In light of the above we return to the issue of agency, structure and policy change forearmed
with some knowledge of debates about similar matters which have been ironed out four decades
ago. Bell (2011) makes a compelling point: we do not need a new constructivist institutionalism if it
insists on a simple shuffling from one pole of a false dichotomy between stereotypes of voluntarism
and mechanistic determinism. An approach such as HI is capable of explaining the role of
institutions in socialising individuals whilst also employing a suitably nuanced form of social-
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constructionist epistemology which enables one to explain how individuals reproduce and transform
institutions over time. Unlike the mechanistic or stereotype of reification attributed to HI which
places explanations of change on external variables, a more nuanced version put forward by Bell
(2011) manages to theorise change through ruptures as well as slower internal mutations (Bhaskar,
1979) attributable to the social agency of individuals working within, and constrained by the policy
structures under examination. This specific observation about change through slower, incremental
shifts shares similarities to the observations by Streeck and Thelen (2005) who theorise various
methods of change such as layering, conversion, drift, displacement and exhaustion.
Whereas the critique put forward by Bell (2011) is valuable, there remains much to be
gained in the work of DI which focuses on the role of discourse in relation to institutional change.
PSDT provides a framework for analysis which rejects the false dichotomy which privileges either
agency or structure and instead offers a means for analysing how discourses become sedimented,
reproduced and suffer moments of rupture where political agency comes to the fore. A discursive
approach to policy analysis therefore need not seek the grandiose goal of supplanting HI
approaches. Instead a thorough empirical examination of discourse can complement extant
approaches within the HI framework.
2.2.2 The Argumentative Turn
The approach to policy analysis coined as the argumentative turn (Fischer & Forester, 1993)
developed as a reaction against an over-emphasis of positivist approaches within the newinstitutionalist field of policy analysis (Fischer & Gottweis, 2012). A number of underlying
assumptions support this position, namely a post-positivist epistemology and a rejection of the idea
that policy analysis can be a “value-free, technical project” (Fischer & Gottweis, 2012, p. 2).
The argumentative turn is a broad school of post-positivist approaches to policy analysis
which has grown to encompass research on argumentation and deliberation (Dryzek & Hendriks,
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2012; Healey, 2012; Jennings, 1993), discourse (Griggs & Howarth, 2017; Howarth & Griggs,
2012, 2015; Schmidt, 2012) and communicative practices as the objects of analysis for
understanding the process of policy formation with possibilities for overlap between these
categories as in the case of discursive approaches to assessing argumentation (Fairclough, 2016;
Fischer, 1993).
Fischer and Forester’s (1993) argumentative turn, revisited almost two decades later by
Fischer and Gottweis (2012), is part of a larger cultural return to the subject of semiosis (Jessop,
2013). It is a broad school of analysis which employs a diverse range of “analytical approaches:
corporeal, deliberative, discursive, epistemic, ethical, hermeneutic, ideational, interpretive,
linguistic, metaphorical, narrative, practice, reflexive, rhetorical, semiotic and visual” (Jessop, 2013,
p. 434). These approaches are united by a common interest in the social construction of meaning
related to the development of public policy; the argumentative turn thus “labors to understand and
reconstruct what policy analysts do when they do it, to understand how their findings and advice are
communicated, and how such advice is understood and employed by those who receive it” (Fischer
& Gottweis, 2012, pp. 2–3).
The strength of the argumentative turn lies in the openness of its research program which is
positioned within the broader church of social constructionist theories of the policy process (Ingram
et al., 2007). It is a far-reaching approach which appears to have been supplanted within the
orthodoxy of theories of the policy process by the narrower Narrative Policy Framework (NPF)
(Jones & McBeth, 2010) in more recent years. Whilst the argumentative turn should be commended
as a well-established school of analysis which rejects naive positivism and offers many valuable
contributions, the extreme broadness of the research program and the implicit subsumption of
discourse under argumentation leaves some issues to be resolved. In an attempt to redress some of
these issues we turn to the more recent contribution of the NPF.
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2.2.3 Narrative Policy Framework
A recent approach which has garnered widespread adoption for post-positivist theories of the
policy process comes in the form of the NPF (Jones & McBeth, 2010) self-referred to as a
“quantitative, structuralist, and positivist approach to the study of policy narratives” (Jones &
McBeth, 2010, p. 330). This self-alignment with positivism is at odds with the social constructionist
approach to epistemology it adopts; it is more accurately described as a post-positivist approach
which employs empirical analysis. The confusion around this may be purely rhetorical given a
supposed orientation against post-positivist theories of the policy process within the field (Weible,
2017). This approach “turns an empirical eye on the truth claim of the power of narrative: Do
narratives play an important role in the policy process?” (Shanahan et al., 2018, p. 173). Whilst it
doesn’t supplant the work of Schneider and Ingram (1993), the Social Constructionist Framework is
said to offer “a less vibrant and active research community without much advancement in
knowledge beyond the ideas in its original publication” (Weible, 2017, p. vii). Nevertheless, we are
still firmly within the territory of analysing subgenres of discourse such as narratives, or even
communicative practices and the role they have on the formation of policy from a socialconstructionist lens.
The apparent benefit of this approach is the marrying of a post-positivist epistemology in
which meaning is acknowledged as a social construction but is subjected to methods of empirical
analysis which satisfy researchers who tend towards positivist analyses (Shanahan et al., 2018). It
has thus managed to act as a supposed “bridge” (Shanahan et al., 2013, p. 455) across the chasm
which has separated positivist and post-positivist approaches to policy analysis (Weible, 2017).
As the name would suggest, the object of analysis within the NPF is the concept of a
narrative. Narratives are conceived of as both communicative processes and cognitive frameworks
(Herman, 2002, 2003, 2009), stories which take place over time, possess plots with archetypes,

24

Chapter 2: The Policy Process and Post-Structuralism
symbols and a morals (Jones & McBeth, 2010). The NPF makes a necessary contribution by
dispelling the unfortunate misconception which conflates post-structuralism with narrow positivist
criticisms of hermeneutic analysis in which “narratives are thought of almost exclusively as a poststructural concept outside the realm of empirical study” (Jones & McBeth, 2010, p. 329).
Nevertheless, one must ask why there has been a conceptual narrowing in policy-process
literature towards the concept of narratives rather than an expansion towards discourse, given that
narrative analysis is already an established approach within the field of discourse analysis
(Thornborrow, 2012). One possible answer to this is the overly broad concept of discourse brought
to the table by Schmidt (2010) which, in attempting to act as a catch-all term for communicative
processes and ideas offers little by means of distinguishing features beyond the concept of
narratives offered by the NPF which has the benefit of offering a clear empirical framework for
conducting analysis from a cognitivist perspective.
Unfortunately, the empirical clarity brought to the table by the NPF is limited by the
restrictive imperative to focus on a single subgenre of discourse analysis. To rectify this, we might
consider an approach which focuses implicitly on the role of discourse in the policy process.
2.2.4 Discursive Institutionalism
Having touched on the argumentative turn and NPF analysis it is important to mention an
umbrella approach to the examination of discourse and ideas. DI argues that we might label “all
scholars who take ideas and discourse seriously as ‘discursive institutionalists’” (Schmidt, 2010, p.
2). This is a welcome contribution but not without its problems as in doing so: there is an eclectic
bundling together of scholars who would focus on ideas as the core object of analysis (Blyth, 1997,
2002, 2015; Campbell, 2002; Hay, 2001; Legro, 2000; Weible et al., 2015) with discourse theorists
who reject ideas as analytical categories in favour of systems of signification known as discourse
(Griggs & Howarth, 2002, 2017; Howarth & Griggs, 2012, 2015).
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DI is a broad tent and deliberately so (Rayner, 2015; Schmidt, 2008). In order to enable such
a loose grouping of methodological approaches to policy analysis around the signifier discourse, the
signifier discourse itself must lose some of its specificity to be relevant to approaches which are
incompatible with each other in practice. Schmidt achieves this by reducing discourse to “the
exchange of ideas” (Schmidt, 2010, p. 15).
Contrary to the above, Larsson (2015, p.193) argues that “discursive institutionalism follows
the logic of Risse’s communication theory” and that DI stands against postmodern conceptions of
discourse. The concept of discourse employed in DI “is stripped of postmodernist baggage to serve
as a more generic term which encompasses not only the substantive content of ideas but also the
interactive processes by which ideas are conveyed” (Schmidt, 2008, p. 305). If we accept this
polemic which seeks to reduce DI from the position of a broad tent to a limited school we are left
with what might more accurately be called a form of communicative institutionalism which has
hidden, if not lost much of what is understood about discourse for post-structural discourse analysts.
Despite following in a long line of post-positivist approaches to policy analysis which
employ discourse, Schmidt (2008, 2010), makes little use in the initial stages of the earlier work of
Fischer and Forester (1993) as well as key texts associated with theories related to social
constructionist approaches to policy analysis (Ingram et al., 2007; Schneider & Ingram, 1993). Yet
DI eventually finds itself as a method within a prominent review of approaches associated with the
argumentative turn (Schmidt, 2012) beside more established forms of discourse analysis (Howarth
& Griggs, 2012). Fortunately, this peculiar isolation associated with a research programme that
attempts to position itself as an umbrella for many approaches has been eroded over recent years as
DI scholars widen their horizons to engage more openly with the works of more established schools
of discourse analysis (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Panizza & Miorelli, 2013).
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In spite of the problems outlined above, DI has helped to expand the literature on policy
analysis from a discursive perspective and has even made significant strides in adopting PSDT as a
part of its framework (Carstensen, 2015; Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016; Panizza and Miorelli, 2013;
Bacchi & Rönnblom, 2014). Innovative comparative studies (Hogan & O’Rourke, 2015; Hope &
Raudla, 2012), cross-pollination with advanced schools of discourse analysis (Panizza & Miorelli,
2013), its application to the analysis of contemporary policy issues (Boswell & Hampshire, 2017)
and attempts to theorise and explain institutional changes as a result of changes in discursive
practices (Rayner, 2015) have characterised the ongoing legacy of DI as one which has helped to
foster research about the role of discourse in policy change. For these reasons which depend on the
openness and inclusive nature of the research program associated with DI, this study situates itself
critically within that framework. It is suggested that many of the shortcomings discussed above can
be mitigated by integrating a post-structuralist approach to policy analysis within the DI research
program. We turn to a discussion of this in the section which follows.
2.3 Policy Analysis and Post-Structuralism
2.3.1 Why Post-Structuralism?
Post-structuralism is a philosophical movement which developed in the 1960s as a reaction
to the limits of structuralism. It posits that language is not a closed, stable system as originally
conceived of by Saussure (1916/2011). Eagleton (2008) highlights the post-structuralist view of
language as
Instead of being a well-defined, clearly demarcated structure containing symmetrical units
of signifiers and signifieds … [language] now begins to look much more like a sprawling
limitless web where there is a constant interchange and circulation of elements, where none
of the elements is absolutely definable and where everything is caught up and traced through
by everything else (p.112).
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Post-structuralism is a broad approach in dialogue with structuralism, social constructionist
epistemology and anti-essentialist ontology, therefore it would be inaccurate to claim that there are
common goals shared among its adherents, many of whom may even reject the label of poststructuralism in relation to their work (Howarth, 2013).
Nevertheless, there is a common thread among post-structuralist works which emphasises
that “any settled from of knowledge or moral good is made by its limits and cannot be defined
independently of them” (Williams, 2005, p. 2). For post-structuralists a social object is coherent not
due to an internal essence, but rather the limits which separate the inside from the outside. It is in
this sense that the limit is not “in opposition to the core; it is a positive thing in its own right”
(Williams, 2005, p. 2). Post-structuralism inspires a multiplicity of approaches to policy analysis
such as Foucauldian inspired discourse analyses (Gottweis, 2003) problematisation (Bacchi &
Goodwin, 2016) and discourse theoretical logics approaches (Howarth & Griggs, 2012, 2015;
Remling, 2017).
The observations about language posed by post-structuralists have significant consequences
for understanding society and politics as meaning is not a solely linguistic exercise (Laclau &
Mouffe, 1985/2001). Post-structuralism informs a perspective which emphasises the ultimate
fluidity of meaning and the inability to permanently fix the relationship between signifier and
signified (Derrida, 1967). The consequence of these observations means that the point of departure
for a post-struturalist approach to policy analysis cannot be from “a fixed, given and stable world …
but must assume that social, political or natural phenomena and, inseparably from them, their
meanings, are constantly moving, changing and shifting in various directions” (Gottweis, 2003, p.
249).
A post-structuralist approach rejects the positivist epistemological approaches which rely on
a correspondence theory of knowledge in which reality is simply waiting to be uncovered and
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described (Gottweis, 2003; Howarth, 2000; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001). The dominant positivist
approach within policy analysis treats policy as a self-evident object of analysis or as an objective
entity, the outcome of informed decisions taken by rational actors to solve known problems (Bacchi
& Goodwin, 2016). From the post-structuralist perspective, the purpose of analysis is not to uncover
the truth about a static, unchanging object but rather to trace the process by which a certain meaning
has become relatively stable and fixed, understanding that this process is never closed and
necessarily excludes other interpretations for better or worse (Gottweis, 2003; Howarth & Griggs,
2012). The process of policy-making from a post-structuralist perspective is understood as
a performative process which uses and mobilizes complex, heterogeneous systems of
representations to fix the meaning of transient events (such as an economic recession). In
doing so, it is possible to move them in space and time and make them susceptible to
evaluation, calculation and intervention (Gottweis, 2003, p. 260).
The dichotomy of structure and agency posed in preceding sections is also contested within poststructuralism through the category of discourse. There are no pre-discursive agents with identities
and interests yet there are subject positions within discourses which confer identities; agents are not
preformed with fixed identities based around essences but are always in a process of becoming
(Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). Further, there are no pre-discursive structures which sit outside
discourse as all social structures, insofar as they are meaningful, are products of discourses which
determine “who counts as an actor in a particular policy setting – and who does not; which
institutions are legitimized and authorized to take part in the shaping or the implementation of
policymaking – and which are not” (Gottweis, 2003, p. 254). Discourses are important, not because
everything can be reduced to discourse, but because in order to have meaning, actors, institutions
and their actions in shaping policy can only be understood through discourse.
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The concept of policy from a post-structuralist perspective refers to the means by which
“order is maintained through politics, understood as the heterogeneous strategic relations that shape
lives and worlds” (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016, pp. 5–6). Howarth and Griggs (2015) specifically
focus on the discursive dimension in relation to policy regimes which are constructed as “more or
less sedimented systems of discourse” (p.116). Understanding policy change therefore necessitates
an understanding of discursive change, as “an important condition for policy change is the
dislocation of existing discursive structures and the identities they confer … policies will be the
contingent outcomes of political struggles between competing discourses” (Howarth & Griggs,
2015, pp. 116–117).
Whilst there are many post-structuralist approaches to conducting policy analysis, one of the
most important contributions PSDT offers is to challenge the idea of agency which assumes an
“autonomous, self-conscious, unified, reflexive and rational individual” (Panizza & Miorelli, 2013,
p. 6) assumed within DI. On the contrary, PSDT stresses that there are no essential characters for
agents; identity is always conferred by one’s position within a discursive structure and that process
of identification is a process which can never be fully closed or certain. This lack at the centre of
identification explains the very condition of possibility for institutional change as subjects are
ultimately forced to decide their futures in an uncertain world.
Post-structuralist approaches to policy analysis help to render struggles visible in which the
meaning of a problem necessarily excludes other potential solutions (Bacchi, 2000). In the context
of examining the discursive construction of budget speeches over an extended period of time a poststructuralist approach draws attention to discursive contingency. This emphasises the construction
of problems and the necessary exclusion of other potential solutions through the concepts of
hegemony and dislocation in relation to discursive continuity and change.
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2.3.2 Applications and Criticisms
Application of post-structural theory, and particularly PSDT to policy analysis spans
numerous policy fields such as security policy (Aydın-Düzgit, 2013; Hansen, 2013; Song, 2015),
environmental and climate policy (Griggs & Howarth, 2017; Methmann, 2010; Remling, 2018),
foreign policy (Aslan, 2012; Nabers, 2009, 2015), education policy (Allan, 2012; Burman et al.,
2017; Wardman, 2016), social welfare policy (Eleveld, 2012), and even health policy in relation to
traditional medicines (Meincke, 2012). Further, PSDT has played a complimentary role in policy
analyses from different schools of thought, from feminist theory (Allan, 2012; Bacchi & Rönnblom,
2014; Vavrus & Richey, 2003) to Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) (Graham, 2011; Remling,
2017).
Despite these many applications broad post-structural approaches to political analysis have
faced criticisms ranging from methodological shortcomings (Howarth, 2000; Torfing, 2005) to
accusations of idealism and textual reductionism (Hay, 2002). There is a perception among
positivists that post-structuralism offers little beyond a “self-refuting and paralysing relativism,
coupled with methodological anarchism and scientific naïveté” (Howarth, 2013, p. 84).
Whilst some post-structural discourse theorists “oppose the balkanization and reification of
methodology” (Howarth, 2005, p. 317), there is an acknowledgement that methodological openness
can be problematic even among post-structural discourse theorists who observe that there has been a
tendency to throw “the methodological baby out with the epistemological bath water … [revealing]
the huge size of the methodological gap to be filled” (Torfing, 2005, p. 27). This point has been
recognised by different methodological approaches to policy analysis each of which draw from
traditions ranging from Foucault (Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016; Gottweis, 2003) to Laclau and Mouffe
(Howarth & Griggs, 2015; Remling, 2017).
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The charge of idealism against post-structural approaches largely rests on the issue of
causality and different levels of ontological operation. Material factors and ideas are dissolved in
favour of an all-encompassing category of discourse which is constitutive of social reality (Hay,
2002, p. 207). Proponents might argue that this is a misrepresentation as post-structural discourse
analysts “accept the existence of things external to thought – a minimal realism – but deny that our
conceptual and discursive forms can ever exhaust the objectivity and meaning of such things”
(Howarth, 2013, p. 94). Even with its shortcomings, post-structuralism offers a lens through which
to analyse and interpret policy, emphasising the role of contingency as policies are always the
outcome of competing attempts to fix different social constructions of reality.
Ultimately policy can be treated as a discursive phenomenon. A role for the analyst emerges
with a particular focus “on the attempts of policy-making to create order and structure under
conditions of instability that would seem to undermine such efforts” (Gottweis, 2003, p. 262) and
by elucidating how “in the process of policy-making, the unification of a political space through the
instituting of nodal points constitutes a successful hegemonic attempt to define a political reality,
subject identities and modes of action” (Gottweis, 2003, p. 260). In light of this, PSDT offers a
framework particularly suited to the current study which seeks to understand what discourses are
employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015. This will be further explored in Chapter 4.
2.4 Conclusion
While there are a number of approaches to policy analysis which deal with ideas, language
or communication DI acts as a useful umbrella concept for examining the role of ideas and
communicative actions in relation to institutional contexts (Schmidt, 2010). Where other new
institutional approaches tend towards equilibrium models of institutional change, DI adopts a
welcome and distinctly “more dynamic view of change” (Schmidt, 2008, p. 304), a view which
situates agents and ideas at the centre of the problem. This dynamic perspective lends itself to the
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diachronic analysis of budget speeches in which no a priori assumptions are made about how
change may be explained. Yet, as Panizza and Miorelli (2013, p. 7) suggest “Schimdt’s narrow
concept of discourse limits her analysis of the relations between discourse, power and institutions”.
Nevertheless, this is concept of discourse which can be augmented by long-established work
provided by PSDT.
On the one hand PSDT offers a number of contributions to the narrower conception of
discourse traditionally associated with DI which reduces discourse to the communication of ideas.
On the other hand, DI offers to help PSDT form a clearer understanding of the role of institutions in
relation to discourse (Panizza & Miorelli, 2013). Institutions are a concept which post-structural
discourse theorists tend to avoid for philosophical reasons but ultimately seek recourse to explain
through concepts which bear a close resemblance such as structures (Howarth, 2000; Torfing,
1999), social logics (Glynos & Howarth, 2007, 2008) or even “more or less sedimented systems of
discourse” (Howarth & Griggs, 2015, p. 116). Despite ontologically different foundations both
approaches offer the potential for fruitful dialogue and further research.
The next chapter builds on the theoretical overview presented in this chapter, outlining the
standard interpretation of Irish fiscal policy in relation to the economic contexts in which it has been
operational. In doing so it lays the foundation for subsequent empirical analysis which, in turn, we
situate within a broad understanding of the DI school of policy analysis.
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3.1 Introduction
From 1970 to 2015 Irish fiscal policy underwent significant changes. This chapter outlines
these changes to provide a synthesis of and description of orthodox views and the standard narrative
in relation to fiscal policy during this period, providing an understanding of the political and social
context for the analysis of later chapters.
This conventional view, broadly compatible with Leddin and Walsh’s (2013) account, is here
presented within six periods from 1970-2015. By examining each of these periods in turn the
analysis which follows in subsequent chapters can be better situated within the wider context of
changes to Irish fiscal policy.
The chapter commences with an overview of active fiscal policy which started in the early
1970s until 1977 (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). This gave way to a period of economic and political
turmoil from 1977 to 1981 which led to the adoption of fiscal retrenchment as a response to
increasing debt burdens and inflation. This in turn leads to continued commitment to fiscal
retrenchment from 1981 to 1986 to little positive effect. 1987 to 1991 is marked by a period of
economic stabilisation due to increased levels of foreign direct investment (FDI) which lays the
foundation for the onset of rapid growth until 2007. Finally, we witness a severe economic crisis in
2008 attributed to a number of factors, including access to cheap consumer credit which led to a
return to fiscal retrenchment in the form of what is colloquially referred to as austerity.
3.2 1970-1977: The Birth of Active Fiscal Policy – Oil Crisis and Aftermath
Until 1972 Ireland did not pursue an active fiscal policy which sought to influence levels of
employment or demand (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013; Leddin & Walsh, 2013). As such the preceding
decades were marked by budgets which focused on the fulfilling the day-to-day needs of
government expenditure as well as allocating capital in line with growth objectives established
through economic plans such as the First [1958], Second [1964] and Third [1969] Programmes for

35

Chapter 3: Policy Context
Economic Expansion. Active fiscal policy was employed, first by Fianna Fáil (FF) in 1972 but more
prominently by the Fine Gael-Labour (FG-L) coalition as a tool to address the first oil crisis of 1973
(Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013; Honohan & Walsh, 2002), a policy which brought growth with
significant increases in inflation and gross national debt as can be observed in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1
Selected Economic Indicators from 1970 to 1977
Year

Real GDP CPI
Growth
Inflation
(%)
(%)

1970
1971
1972
1973
1974
1975
1976
1977

4.6
6.9
5.6
2.6
1.4
3.3
6.3
7.2

10
8.6
8.2
12.6
20
16.8
20.6
10.8

Growth in
Gross
National
Debt (%)
9.5
13.1
13.4
13.3
20.8
35.4
36.8
16.5

PES
Unemployment
(% of labour
force)
n.a.
5.5
6.2
5.7
5.4
7.3
9
8.8

Party composition of
government with minority
(m) governments
emboldened.
FF
FF
FF
FF to FG-L
FG-L
FG-L
FG-L
FG-L to FF

Note. Source: MacDonald et al. (2021).
Two governments exercised power from 1970 to 1976 with an election occurring in 1977. At
the start of the period Jack Lynch led a majority FF government. FF’s tenure from 1969 to 1973
occurred in the context of low growth of the employment rate, industrial disputes, and high rates of
inflation averaging at 8.3 percent from 1968 to 1972, approximately double of what was
experienced since the end of the Second World War (Kennedy et al., 2003). 1972 marked a key year
in the history of fiscal policy, as “the budgetary convention of balancing current expenditure with
current revenue … strictly adhered to since independence had been formally abandoned” (Kennedy
et al., 2003, p. 76), a policy which would continue with the next government (Ó Gráda, 1997).
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Lynch dissolved the 19th Dáil on the basis of a number of issues, one of which was a need to
consolidate the strength of FF after the Arms Crisis, in which two cabinet ministers were dismissed
and subsequently arrested for their alleged involvement in a plan to supply arms to the Irish
Republican Army in Northern Ireland (Keogh, 2005; Lee, 1989). This attempt to consolidate power
with an early election failed and the second government during this period was formed by a
coalition between Fine Gael (FG) and Labour (L) led by Liam Cosgrave from 1973 to 1977.
This new government was beset by economic difficulty from the start due to the 1973 oil
crisis. Current budget deficits expanded from 0.4% of Gross National Product (GNP) in 1973 to
6.9% of GNP by 1975 but successive years saw a reduction until the current budget deficit stood at
a proportion of 3.8% of GNP by 1977 (Kennedy et al., 2003). Nevertheless, the Irish economy was
suffering due to the issue of stagflation and an attempt to maintain aggregate demand through
expenditure without the counterbalance of increased taxation led to the exacerbation of inflationary
pressures (Leddin & Walsh, 2013) which can be clearly observed in Table 3.1. By 1977 it appeared
as if the crisis produced by the first oil-shock had been overcome, but the underlying structural
issues remained thereby leaving the economy in a vulnerable position when the next oil crisis
occurred in 1979.
3.3 1977-1981: Recession and Fiscal Retrenchment
1977 marked the election of the last majority government to date in an election in which FF
promised “a massive give-away which would have been deemed totally imprudent and unpatriotic
by a previous generation” (Ferriter, 2005, para. 16.153). As Hogan and Murphy (2008) point out
between the 1977 and 1981 elections, borrowing, direct taxation, inflation and the national
debt all soared. This was the context for the resurgence of Fine Gael who won an increase of
22 seats, bringing them to a total of 65 in June 1981. Fianna Fáil’s loss of 7 seats, leaving
them with a total of 77, denied them an overall majority (p. 578).
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A second oil shock in 1979, an international recession and a reluctance to carry out fiscal
retrenchment (OECD, 1983) eventually led to a climate of instability. This climate of instability in
turn led to the emergence of a consensus between both main parties in relation to the need to
stabilise the economic situation (Mjøset, 1992). This second oil crisis emerged on the back of “a
misplaced (and irrational) optimism which underlay the resumption of economic planning in 1977”
(Ferriter, 2005, para. 16.153). Current budget deficits “increased dramatically between the years
1979 to 1982” (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013, para. 13.31) and by 1981 “almost half of exchequer
borrowing for 1981 went to financing the current budget deficit” (Bacon et al., 1986, p. 6), inflation
was rising (Dukelow, 2011; OECD, 1982) and public sector borrowing had reached unsustainable
levels (FitzGerald, 2000; Leddin & O’Leary, 1995). Further indication of the significant decline of
key economic indicators such as inflation and year on year growth of gross national debt can clearly
be seen in Table 3.2, factors which played a decisive role in ongoing and increasing levels of
emigration during this period.

Table 3.2
Selected Economic Indicators from 1977 to 1981
Year

Real GDP CPI
Growth
Inflation
(%)
(%)

Growth in
Gross
National
Debt (%)
7.2
1977
10.8
16.5
4.2
1978
7.9
22
2.9
1979
16
27.3
2.5
1980
18.2
20.6
1.5
1981
23.3
29.3
Note. Source: MacDonald et al. (2021).

PES
Unemployment
(% of labour
force)
8.8
8.2
7.1
7.3
9.9

Party composition of
government with minority (m)
governments noted. Key to
parties in notes
FG-L to FF
FF
FF
FF
FF to FG-L (m)

Minister for Finance George Colley’s budget of 1978 proposed unsustainable increases in
public expenditure in tandem with reductions, or even the total elimination of some forms, of
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taxation such as rates and wealth tax (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). By 1979 the current budget deficit
and general government debt (GGD) had each climbed to 4.9% and 9.5% of GNP, this only
worsened in the years ahead as the second oil shock drove the current budget deficit and GGD to
unsustainable levels at 7.2% and 11.1% of GNP respectively (Leddin & Walsh, 2013).
Increased levels of government debt as seen in Table 3.2 provided the temporary illusion
that the crisis had been resolved and the main parties competed with each other to reduce taxation
and increase government expenditure (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). Unfortunately the crippling debt
accrued over the preceding years would act as the focal point for fiscal policy over the following
period.
3.4 1981-1986: Fiscal Retrenchment and Ongoing Crisis
From June 1981 to November 1982 three general elections were called and four separate
budget speeches were delivered in an unprecedented period of political and economic instability.
Over the course of this year and a half fiscal policy drifted (Streeck & Thelen, 2005) from active
fiscal policy to one of retrenchment. The FG-L coalition of 1982 implemented fiscal retrenchment
to reduce exchequer borrowing (Dukelow, 2011). The method by which this reduction in the current
budget deficit was achieved, increasing levels of personal taxation whilst reducing capital
expenditure, had a deleterious effect on economic activity (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013; Honohan,
1992) a point which can be clearly observed in Table 3.3. Conflict between FG and L ultimately led
to the collapse of the coalition in 1987 as a result opposition by L towards further expenditure cuts
(Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013).
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Table 3.3
Selected Economic Indicators from 1981 to 1986
Year

Real GDP CPI
Growth
Inflation
(%)
(%)

Growth in
Gross
National
Debt (%)

1.5
1981
23.3
29.3
-0.7
1982
12.3
25.6
3.2
1983
10.3
23
1.9
1984
6.7
17.1
0.4
1985
4.9
10.1
3.6
1986
3.2
20.1
Note. Source: MacDonald et al. (2021).

PES
Unemploy
ment (% of
labour
force)
9.9
11.4
14
15.6
17.4
17.4

Party composition of government
with minority (m) governments
noted.
FF to FG-L (m)
FF (m) to FG-L
FG-L
FG-L
FG-L
FG-L

The nature of tax-heavy fiscal retrenchment experienced in Ireland during the 1980s was
very different to the type of hard-neoliberal (Quiggin, 2018) retrenchment observed in the United
Kingdom (UK) and the United States (US). This supports Honohan’s (1992, p. 286) argument that
there is no evidence that “the impetus for fiscal restraint came from … [an] ideological basis”.
Whilst this might be true, the increasing stress placed on fiscal consolidation can be credited as
being reflective of a “wider emergence of neo-liberal economic thinking” (Bielenberg & Ryan,
2013, para. 13.32).
The 1981 FG-L coalition government introduced a 1982 budget with strong deflationary
policies, increasing income tax whilst decreasing income tax allowances among other measures
including a highly unpopular proposed tax on children’s footwear (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). The
budget was defeated and remains the only budget to have never been ratified in the Dáil (Leddin &
Walsh, 2013).
In February 1982 the 1981 FG-L coalition collapsed in light of the failed budget described
above and FF entered power as a minority government with the support of the Workers’ Party (WP).
This minority government lasted only months when in November the WP withdrew their support
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thus enabling a third general election within two years. In November 1982 another FG-L coalition
was formed which exercised power until February 1987, replaced once more by a FF government.
By 1984 the national debt to GNP ratio had surpassed 100% and showed no signs of subsiding back
to more manageable levels (Leddin & Walsh, 2013).
The fiscal policy adopted by the FG-L coalition was based around two pillars, an increase in
tax revenue and the reduction of current expenditure (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). Neither of these were
successful as by 1986 the current budget deficit and GGD had reached 7.3% and 9% of GNP
(Leddin & Walsh, 2013). Leddin and Walsh (2013) point to four reasons why these policies failed.
First, the restrictions placed on public sector recruitment failed to resolve the issue of public-sector
wages in light of current budget deficits. Second, as unemployment continued to rise this placed
increased pressure on the social welfare system which further exacerbated current budget deficits.
Third, the national debt continued to increase in addition to interest rate increases. As a result,
greater and greater interest payments had to be made to service the national debt. Finally, the higher
rates of taxation failed to produce higher yields for the exchequer as the economy stagnated.
The coalition eventually collapsed in January 1987 over the partners’ inability to agree a
way forward in relation to cuts to current expenditure, this opened the door to a new election and
the formation of a FF minority government.
3.5 1987-1991: Stabilisation
By 1987 the Progressive Democrats (PD), a new party who “supported neo-liberal economic
policies … temporarily supplanted Labour as the third-largest political party … which revealed a
growing degree of support for neo-liberal economic policies among certain sections of the
population” (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013, para. 13.33). FF re-entered government in 1987 critiquing
the “monetarist austerity policies” (Mjøset, 1992, p. 382) of the FG-L coalition, even though
retrenchment had slackened as the decade progressed. In fact, fiscal retrenchment was renewed
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under the new FF minority government (Dukelow, 2011) with cross-party support (Bielenberg &
Ryan, 2013).
The policy of reducing government expenditure which brought down the FG-L coalition was
adopted wholesale by the FF minority government from 1987 to 1989 and the FF-PD government
from 1987 to 1991 and was successful at reducing current budget deficits (Leddin & Walsh, 2013).
Ó Riain (2014) offers a periodisation of the economy during the Celtic Tiger, starting with a period
of “macroeconomic stabilisation” (Ó Riain, 2014, p. 50) from 1987 to 1994. During this period a
number of key policies were implemented to reduce public sector expenditure, especially in relation
to the public sector which witnessed a freeze in both pay and recruitment during the 1987 budget
(Leddin & Walsh, 2013).
In 1988 public finances had reached levels of stabilisation unseen since the early 1970s with
the current budget deficit being reduced to 1.5% of GNP (Leddin & Walsh, 2013), a point which
can also be seen clearly through key economic indicators presented in Table 3.4. Public expenditure
cuts were enabled with the support or abstention of main opposition parties which came to be
known as the Tallaght strategy (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). During this period the Tax Incentive
Scheme, a tax amnesty scheme, wildly surpassed expectations leading to £500 million being raised
between the Tax Incentive Scheme and the introduction of a new self-assessment scheme for selfemployed income tax thereby increasing economic activity and sources of revenue such as Value
Added Tax (VAT) (Leddin & Walsh, 2013).
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Table 3.4
Selected Economic Indicators from 1987 to 1991
Year

Real GDP CPI Inflation Growth in
Growth
(%)
Gross
(%)
National
Debt (%)
3
1987
3.1
8
5.6
1988
2.7
5.8
7.7
1989
4.7
1.7
1.6
1990
2.7
0.3
3.6
1991
3.6
3.1
Note. Source: MacDonald et al. (2021).

PES
Party composition of
Unemploym government with
ent (% of
minority (m)
labour force) governments noted.
17.5
FG (m) to FF (m)
16.7
FF (m)
15.6
FF (m) to FF-PD
13.4
FF-PD
15.6
FF-PD

Stabilisation of the public finances also occurred in tandem with the rebirth of a system of
national wage agreements unseen since the 1970s which became known as social partnership.
Social partnership is a term which describes a neo-corporatist “series of centralised wage bargaining
agreements between the government and peak labour and employers’ organisations” (Maccarrone et
al., 2019, pp. 323–324). From 1987 to 2009 there were seven social partnership agreements outlined
as outlined in Table 3.5

Table 3.5
Social Partnership Agreements
Name of the agreement

Period covered

Programme for National Recovery (PNR)

1987-1990

Programme for Economic and Social Progress (PESP)

1991-1994

Programme for Competitiveness and Work (PCW)

1994-1996

Partnership 2000 (P2000)

1997-2000
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Name of the agreement

Period covered

Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (PPF)

2000-2003

Sustaining Progress

2003-2005

Towards 2016

2006-2016*

Note. * Terminated in 2009. From Maccarrone et al. (2019, p.324)

The perceived benefits of social partnership such as reduced levels of industrial conflict and
the stabilisation of political exchange (Roche, 2007), are contested by some scholars who doubt the
contribution it offered to economic growth (Leddin & Walsh, 2013) whilst others critique it as a
Faustian pact between capital and labour (Allen, 2000; D’Art & Turner, 2011). Regardless, social
partnership played a key role in organising industrial relations over two decades of significant
economic growth contributing to a stable industrial climate which stood in stark contrast to the
climate of the preceding periods outlined above from 1977 to 1986 (Hogan & Timoney, 2017).
3.6 1992-2007: Growth and the Celtic Tiger
The preceding period of stabilisation gives way to a period of growth as the last remnants of
the fiscal crisis which unfolded since the second oil shock in 1979 finally comes to a close by the
first two years of the 1990s (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013; Honohan, 1992). The period of rapid
economic growth and growing inequality which ensued from the mid-1990s came to be known as
the Celtic Tiger (Kirby, 2002). This was a period in which high levels of growth coincided with “the
highest level of poverty in the Western world outside the US and was one of the most unequal
among Western countries” (Ferriter, 2005, para. 16.133).
The political climate during the Celtic Tiger was relatively stable. With the exception of the
Rainbow Coalition government of 1994 to 1997, FF formed and lead four coalition governments
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between 1992 and 2007 with support of the PD, L, the Green Party (GP) and various independents.
This period broadly coincides with the periodisation of the Celtic Tiger offered by Ó’Riain (2014)
and is characterised by a general centrist consensus around adherence to “social partnership, the
Maastricht criteria, the attraction of FDI through low corporation tax and a gradual acceptance of
measures to increase competition within the economy” (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013, para. 13.36).
The years from 1994 to 2000 can be referred to as a time of “deepening development” (Ó
Riain, 2014, p. 54) in which macroeconomic fundamentals such as levels of FDI, inflation,
employment and the debt to Gross Domestic Product (GDP) ratio all witness considerable
improvements (Leddin & Walsh, 2013). Kitchin et al. (2012) and Honohan et al. (2010) offer a
similar assessment of this initial phase of the Celtic Tiger, in which the early 2000s mark the end of
a period “characterised by export-led growth dominated by FDI” (Kitchin et al., 2012, p. 1303).
Table 3.6 demonstrates the improvement in selected economic indicators.
Table 3.6
Selected Economic Indicators from 1992 to 2007
Year

1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004

Real
GDP
Growth
(%)
2.3
5.9
9.6
7.4
11
8.7
10.5
9.4
5.3
5.9
3
6.8
5.7

CPI
Inflation
(%)
2.4
1.5
2.4
2.4
1.9
1.9
1.7
3.4
5.9
4.2
5
1.9
2.6

Growth
in Gross
National
Debt (%)
-0.4
10.3
0.5
3.7
-1.5
3.1
-2
6.6
-7.1
-1.3
-1
3.1
1.5

PES
Unemployment
(% of labour
force)
15.9
16.6
15.6
13.3
12.8
11.8
9.5
7.5
6.2
5.5
6.4
6.2
5.8
45

Party composition of government with
minority (m) governments noted.
FF-PD to FF-L
FF-L
FF-L to FF (m) to FG-L-DL
FG-L-DL
FG-L-DL
FG-L-DL to FF-PD (m)
FF-PD (m)
FF-PD (m)
FF-PD (m)
FF-PD (m)
FF-PD (m) to FF-PD
FF-PD
FF-PD
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Year

Real
CPI
Growth PES
GDP
Inflation in Gross Unemployment
Growth (%)
National (% of labour
(%)
Debt (%) force)
2005 5
2.5
1.3
5.7
2006 5.3
4.9
-2.2
5.6
2007 -4.4
4.7
6.3
5.6
Note. Source: MacDonald, O’Rourke and Hogan (2021).

Party composition of government with
minority (m) governments noted.
FF-PD
FF-PD
FF-PD to FF-G-PD

Indigenous finance capital played a minimal role in promoting growth during the Celtic
Tiger (Honohan, 2006) and it is was remarked that “if the recession of the 1980s brought too little
criticism of Ireland’s dependent industrialisation strategy, the economic expansion of the 1990s
brought even less critical thought” (O’Hearn, 1998, p. x), foreshadowing the bubble to come. This
ultimately led to an interim period of “challenges at home and abroad” (Ó Riain, 2014, p. 59)
marked by the crash of the dot-com bubble in 2000, demographic worries and increasing pressures
from different sectoral interest groups now sedimented in the formal process of social partnership.
Social partnership during this era expanded beyond the initial scope of wage bargaining and
taxation policy to increasingly incorporate demands about economic and social policy (O’Donnell
& O’Reardon, 2000).
The final period of the Celtic Tiger has been referred to as “the bubble economy” (Ó Riain,
2014, p. 61), fuelled by pro-cyclical expenditure and the expansion of consumer credit from 2003 to
2008 which led to the emergence of a property bubble (Honohan et al., 2010). This roughly matches
the periodisation proposed by Kitchin et al., (2012) who argue that the bubble period of the Celtic
Tiger starts in 2002 as well as Timoney’s (2010) wider categorisation of the peak of the Celtic Tiger
spanning from 1997 to 2007. Over the course of the bubble phase of the Celtic Tiger the conditions
were laid for a “severe recession caused by the property crash, insolvent banks … [leading to] the
Irish sovereign debt crisis and resulting in the bailout by the Troika” (O’Leary, 2015, p. 1). The
bubble phase which laid the groundwork for the end of the Celtic Tiger was built on property

46

Chapter 3: Policy Context
speculation fuelled by easy access to credit provided by Irish banks who were in turn funded by
European banks (Kitchin et al., 2012).
3.7 2008-2015: Crisis and Post-Crisis
The political implications of the Great Recession were drastic. FF formed their third
consecutive coalition government from 2007 to 2011 with their old partners from the PD and new
partners from the GP. The budget of 2007 was, in hindsight, recklessly optimistic about the health
of the Irish economy and as the economic crisis started to unfold this confidence quickly dissipated.
In a report produced for a commission of investigation into causes and origins of the banking crisis,
Nyberg (2011) points out that banks masked the seriousness of the crisis they were facing, leading
the government to incorrectly assume that the problem was a crisis of liquidity, rather than
solvency. The coalition was dragged into a series of pseudo-solutions, such as the bank guarantee on
the 30th of September 2008, for a crisis they did not understand which only proceeded to make
matters worse (Cooper, 2011).
In 2011 the FF led coalition suffered a crippling defeat with FF’s worst election result in the
history of the party, losing 51 of their 71 seats thereby reducing them to the third largest party in the
Dáil whilst the GP lost all of their seats (Doyle, 2011). FG and L, then the two largest parties
holding 76 and 37 seats respectively or 68% of seats combined, formed a new coalition which
lasted from 2011 to 2016. This coalition oversaw further austerity in a bid to end the economic
crisis, a key aspect of which was the creation of the Department of Public Expenditure and Reform
(DPER) in 2011 which “provided the institutional focus for initiating unprecedented cutback and
rationalisation measures in the Irish state” (MacCarthaigh, 2017, p. 159).
Financial crises in countries post World War Two are overwhelmingly the result of the
collapse of credit booms (Schularick & Taylor, 2012), the economic crisis experienced in Ireland
post 2007 was no different given that the second phase of the Celtic Tiger was fuelled by a
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speculative bubble in construction and real-estate activity (Bielenberg & Ryan, 2013). As Ó Riain
(2014, p. 83) points out “construction and real estate lending increased from 7 per cent to 28 per
cent of total lending” from 2000 to 2007.
Bielenberg and Ryan (2013, para. 22.43) offer a concise explanation of the genesis of the
crisis, arguing that “fiscal over-stimulation [during the Celtic Tiger] contributed to over heating the
economy and an unprecedented property and banking boom, predictably followed by an even more
dramatic property and banking bust”. This resulted in a banking bust which turned into a sovereign
debt crisis as the government failed to recapitalise banks in 2011 (Robbins & Lapsley, 2014). The
crisis witnessed a severe deterioration in key economic indicators as can be witnessed in Table 3.7.

Table 3.7
Selected Economic Indicators from 2008 to 2015
Year

Real GDP CPI
Growth
Inflation
(%)
(%)

Growth in
Gross
National
Debt (%)

PES
Unemployment
(% of labour
force)

Party composition of
government with
minority (m)
governments noted.
Key to parties in notes
2008
-5.1
1.1
72.6
6.6
FF-G-PD
2009
1.8
-5
33.8
14.4
FF-G-PD to FF-G-Ind
2010
0.6
1.3
13
16.5
FF-G-Ind
2011
0.1
2.4
24.8
16.9
FF (m) to FG-L
2012
1.2
1.2
18.1
17.7
FG-L
2013
8.6
0.2
22.3
15.7
FG-L
2014
25.2
-0.3
-0.2
14
FG-L
2015
2
0.1
-0.3
11.6
FG-L
Note. Source: MacDonald, O’Rourke and Hogan (2021). Independents signified as Ind.

Dependence on capital gains tax, stamp duty and capital acquisitions tax, which saw a drop
from 14.1% of total tax receipts in 2007 to 6% of total tax receipts by 2011 (Leddin & Walsh,
2013), led to a significant shortfall in revenue. This occurred in tandem with steep drops in receipts
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of income tax, VAT and corporation tax coupled with increasing social welfare payments (Leddin &
Walsh, 2013).
The inability to recapitalise the Irish banking system in 2010, whose excesses were enabled
by easy access to capital provided by German banks (Thompson, 2013), forced the FF-G-Ind
government to seek aid from the European Commission (EC), European Central Bank (ECB) and
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) commonly referred to as the Troika. The Troika pursued,
and in the Irish case continued, a policy of austerity as a prerequisite for providing this bailout
(Cohen et al., 2015). Yet austerity has had little to no impact on recovery (Kinsella, 2012; Regan,
2016), rather the “ultimate cause of Ireland’s fragile recovery can be traced to a path dependent
effect of an export-led growth regime based on US investment that has nothing to do with the fiscal
adjustment” (Regan, 2014, p.26).
The economic crisis also saw the ending almost three decades of social partnership, as
Regan (2012, p. 153) points out, “social partnership was premised on economic growth and the
capacity of government to distribute economic resources”. It is unsurprising then that social
partnership was strained when government was no longer capable of reaching agreements to
increase wages in line with previously agreed terms (Leddin, 2010), especially as austerity became
sedimented as the new orthodoxy for fiscal policy. The breakdown was so absolute that the Minister
for Finance in 2010, the late Brian Lenihan, argued that social partnership had “caused enormous
damage to the Irish financial system” (Carr, 2010, para. 1).
3.8 The Development of Irish Neoliberalism
This thesis understands neoliberalism in the broadest sense as “an extensive programme of
reform of the state and its social policies, making them serve the needs of a competitive, liberalised
market economy” (Kirby, 2002, p. 162). More specifically, neoliberalism is not understood as a
singular monolithic concept but rather as:
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an ideological matrix and as an adaptive rationale for ongoing projects of state and societal
restructuring, fortified and guided by a strong discourse of market progress, neoliberalism
plainly cannot exist in the world in ‘pure’ … form. Instead, its ‘actually existing’
manifestations are – and can only be – partial, polycentric, and plural (Peck et al., 2018,
p.4).
It is supposed that there are a multitude of particular actually existing neoliberalisms as opposed to
a universal, singular neoliberalism (Harvey, 2005; Peck, 2010; Steger & Roy, 2010), specifically in
the Irish context this is demonstrated in a movement from passive, to activist to aggressive forms of
liberalism (Ó Riain, 2018) experienced at different times in the history of the Irish state. Though
there is variation, some common threads which bind the disparate neoliberalisms together in
practice are the subordination of the state to the market and the drive to restore class power (Harvey,
2005) which will be impacted by regional and national economic and social particularities.
There exists both pragmatic and ideologically driven paths through which neoliberalism is
pursued (Fourcade-Gourinchas & Babb, 2002). In the context of Ireland, one may observe a
consistent recognition of the non-ideological and pragmatic character of the development of
neoliberalism which runs through the literature (Coakley, 2012; Kirby, 2002; Kitchin et al., 2012;
O’Callaghan et al., 2015; Phelan, 2007) as well as a strong focus on sector-specific effects of the
implementation of neoliberalism in fields such as education (Holborow, 2013; Hodgins & MannixMcNamara, 2021; Lynch, 2012; Mercille & Murphy, 2017; Skerritt, 2019), media (Casey, 2019;
Graham & O’Rourke, 2019; Mercille, 2014; Phelan 2014), property development (Byrne & Norris,
2022; Kitchin et al., 2015; Lennon & Waldron, 2019; O’Callaghan & McGuirk, 2021) and the
provision of social security (Kirby & Murphy, 2011).
Coakley (2012) offers a thorough and encompassing account of the development of
liberalism in Irish history from an historical materialist perspective. Sharing many observations
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made by Coakley (2012), Kitchin et al. (2012) offer a useful contribution to theorising actually
existing Irish neoliberalism, providing a nuanced framework for the development of neoliberalism
in Ireland which emphasises four key factors:
1. The post-colonial legacy of British imperialism which has tended to direct Republicanism as
the dominant political force towards a strong defence of private property rights.
2. The post-colonial legacy of British imperialism which also bequeathed a political model
Kitchin et al. (2012) refer to as “clientalistic” (p. 1305) but which may preferably be
referred to as one which relies on brokerage (Komito, 1984). The result is one in which local
political interests often take precedence over national interests.
3. Deviating from a traditional cleavage model (Lipset & Rokkan, 1967), Irish political life has
historically avoided the ideological left-right cleavage common to most developed countries,
with the main parties organising along civil-war lines. As such, “Irish political life has been
dominated by the oscillating fortunes of two hegemonic, right-of-centre and conservative,
nationalist parties” (Kitchin et al., 2012, p. 1304).
4. A history of economic development from independence until the 1960s which was
dominated by protectionism and an industrial policy based on import substitution, a stance
which Kitchin et al. (2012) argue ultimately impoverished the country. This approach was
abandoned in in favour of an export-oriented, liberal and open economic model; a view
broadly consistent with that espoused by other scholars (Coakley, 2012; Kirby, 2002;
McDonough, 2018; Ó Riain, 2018).
Combined, these factors produce a form of neoliberalism which is “ideologically concealed,
piecemeal, serendipitous, pragmatic and commonsensical” (Kitchin et al., 2012, p. 1306), different
to the explicit forms of neoliberalism witnessed in the UK and US. In line with Kitchin et al. (2012)
Irish neoliberalism been broadly characterised as a type of pragmatic neoliberalism, particularly the
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period of time known as the Celtic Tiger which constituted a “period of intense, if ambivalent,
neoliberalisation” (O’Callaghan et al., 2015, p. 4) with its own particular brand of financialisation
dependent upon light-touch regulation of multinational capital and close links between banks,
property developers and politicians in the home-market (McDonough & Dundon, 2010; Ó’Riain,
2014).
The distinction between ideological and pragmatic neoliberalism (Fourcade-Gourinchas &
Babb, 2002; Kitchin et al. 2012) shares many similarities with the distinction between hard and soft
neoliberalism (Callinicos, 2001; Quiggin, 2018) employed in this thesis. Where hard neoliberalism
pursues an explicitly ideological programme, the soft-neoliberalism pragmatically accepts the same
programme whilst attempting to mitigate the deleterious social effects which are wrought by its
implementation (Quiggin, 2018). The Thatcher government of 1979 is upheld as the quintessential
example of a government which sought to implement a hard neoliberal policy programme; this
consisted of four planks according to Quiggin (2018, p. 147):
(i) to abandon Keynesian macroeconomic stabilisation, based on active fiscal policy, in
favour of an independent central bank with a directive to control inflation at all costs; (ii) to
remove the state altogether from ‘non core’ functions through privatisation of government
business enterprises and the sale of public housing; (iii) to reject redistribution of income
except for a basic ‘safety net’; and (iv) to minimise the role of the state in core functions,
such as health, education and income security.
In the movement to the hard neoliberal discourse the formerly egalitarian ideals of social democracy
are now replaced by a focus on poverty reduction and social safety nets; in essence the framing of
social problems under the soft-neoliberal discourse is shifted from equality of outcome to one of
equality of opportunity (Quiggin, 2018; Kirby, 2002) whilst accepting the core programme of hardneoliberalism outlined above (Quiggin, 2018).
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These distinctions between hard and soft neoliberalism are usefully supplemented by
literature on disciplinary neoliberalism (Gill, 1995, 2017), specifically in the context of the Irish
experience of the Great Recession (Dukelow & Kennett, 2018). Disciplinary neoliberalism employs
the Gramscian concept of organic crisis (Gramsci, 1947/1992) to argue that a ruling bloc may no
longer exert its power on the grounds of establishing hegemony, but rather depends upon
establishing a state of supremacy; that is the exercise of “dominance for a period over apparently
fragmented populations” (Gill, 1995, p.400). Disciplinary neoliberalism thus relies both on “macroand micro- dimensions of power: the structural power of capital; the ability to promote uniformity
and obedience within [classes and groups]; … and particular instances of disciplinary power in a
Foucauldian sense” (Gill, 1995, p. 411).
The mechanisms through which neoliberal discipline and self-discipline are exerted are
diverse, but two are of particular interest to the development of Irish neoliberalism post-2008. First,
the institutionalisation of austerity through the EU fiscal compact (Dukelow & Kennett, 2018; Gill,
2017) in line with the drive towards “the quasi-legal restructuring of the state and international
political forms” (Gill, 1995, p.412). Second, a self-disciplinary drive towards austerity which
preceded the arrival of the Troika in 2011; rather than neoliberal discipline being imposed from
without, it may be argued that the Troika provided a degree of cover for national elites in Ireland to
implement desired neoliberal reforms (Dukelow & Kennett, 2018; Hick, 2018).
Finally, Phelan (2007) adopts a PSDT informed approach to the development of
neoliberalism in Ireland during the Celtic Tiger by analysing media portrayals of Irish political
economy. It is concluded that the Celtic Tiger can be conceptualised as a particular manifestation of
neoliberal hegemony (Phelan, 2007). Five distinct strategies employed within elite media and
political discourse are outlined, consisting of “[the construction of] social partnership as empty

53

Chapter 3: Policy Context
signifier; the spectre of the ‘bad old days’; the pre-emption of critique; the non-ideological posture;
neoliberalism as threatened or minority discourse.” (Phelan, 2007, p. 36).
More recent work by Phelan (2014) employs one of the methods used in this study,
concordance analysis, to examine a corpus of articles by an Irish Times political editor. In doing so
Phelan (2014) determines key signifiers employed in articles concerning the economy from January
2008 to May 2013. Both of these approaches offer important discourse theoretical contributions to
understanding the development of neoliberal discourse over the course of the Celtic Tiger and the
subsequent economic crisis which followed. Whilst there are many different approaches to the study
of the development of Irish neoliberalism, there is broad consensus that it is not a clear, overtly
ideological project but rather a pragmatic project which presents itself in non-ideological terms.
3.9 Conclusion
From 1970 to 2015 the context in which fiscal policy is made has radically changed. There
is a narrative which charts Ireland’s path through the active fiscal policy of Keynesian origins prior
to 1977 to a monetarist fiscal retrenchment which failed to address the burgeoning national debt
during the 1980s. This in turn gives way to stabilisation and rapid growth based on sound
fundamental policies pursued in the late 1980s and early 1990s; followed by a property bubble
during the 2000s and expansionary fiscal policy which laid the foundations for an economic crisis
in 2008, a crisis which is only resolved after 2013.
The context provided throughout the course of this chapter is offered to the reader in order
to explicitly render visible the background against which discourse analysis in the proceeding
chapters is conducted. The factors outlined in this chapter, such as economic indicators and changes
of government, do not play a role in the process of discourse analysis which empirically analyses
the change in discourse and does not seek to attribute such changes to extra-discursive causes.
Nevertheless it is necessary to situate the changes in discourse within their historical contexts in
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order to understand those factors which Ministers for Finance attempt to address within a system of
signification to produce specific systems of meaning known as discourses.
Having provided an overview of the standard discourse which structures common
interpretations of fiscal policy from 1970 to 2015 the next chapter offers an overview of the
theoretical framework employed in this thesis to conduct an analysis of the discourses presented in
budget speeches from 1970 to 2015. It addresses key influences from structuralism, psychoanalytic
theory, post-structural discourse analysis and influences from dialogism to lay the theoretical
foundation for the analysis and discussion which follows in later chapters.
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4.1 Introduction
This chapter draws together resources used in this thesis from a variety of discourse
theoretical literature particularly work related dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981/2008; Dentith, 1995;
Maybin, 2001; Volosinov, 1930/1973) and PSDT (Laclau, 1988, 1990, 1993, 1993, 2000,
1996/2007, 2015; Laclau & Mouffe, 1981, 1985/2001). It seeks to highlight the neglected but
central role of the embodied, rather than the abstract, subject in the process of meaning creation
(McNally, 2001) whilst retaining rich insights which have emerged from the post-structural
tradition. This is necessary for the argument of the thesis as it provides the requisite theoretical
resources for conducting a form of discourse analysis which draws on the substantive body of work
from PSDT whilst also addressing a number of critiques on this theoretical perspective.
The chapter begins with a critical appraisal of the origins of the structuralist project initiated
with the writings of Saussure (1916/2011) and proceeds to examine two of the main divergences
from its initial path; the first being the paradigmatic break initiated by those scholars associated
with dialogism (Bakhtin, 1981/2008; Dentith, 1995; Maybin, 2001; Volosinov, 1930/1973) whilst
the second divergence extends into post-structuralism proper with a particular focus on the
theoretical contributions of Derrida (1967, 1967/1997, 1967/1998, 1981/1998) and Pêcheux (1975,
1963/1995).
This is followed by a focus on those theoretical contributions related to PSDT associated
with the work of Laclau and Mouffe (Laclau, 1990, 2000, 2007; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001) and
concludes by offering a summary of the theoretical position used in this study, pointing out the
moments of both continuity and rupture with the existing canon of PSDT. It seeks to operationalise
concepts derived from PSDT from within a sympathetic position which emphasises the necessity of
recognising the “dialogism of discourse” (Bakhtin, 1981/2008, p. 275) into the process of meaning
creation as opposed to a sole focus on the abstract arrangement of signifiers.
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4.2 Structuralism and Critiques
Throughout the PSDT oeuvre we find a critical dialogue with structuralism (Barthes, 1994;
Lévi-Strauss, 1962, 1963; Saussure, 1916/2011), Gramsci’s (1992) theory of hegemony (Laclau &
Mouffe, 1985/2001), Althusser’s (1995) conception of ideology (Laclau & Mouffe, 1981,
1985/2001) and a reformation of subjectivity, politics and society dependent upon a Lacanian
theorisation of subjectivity, desire and the real (Laclau, 1990; Stavrakakis, 2003). This section aims
to provide an overview of how this thesis understands and uses these theoretical resources for the
examination of the discursive construction of budget speeches in Ireland from 1970 to 2015.
4.2.1 Structuralism, Post-Structuralism and Dialogism
A theoretical influence relevant to this study is structuralism, specifically the work of
Saussure (1916/2011) through whom a relational ontology of meaning emerges via the concept of
“linguistic value” (Saussure, 1916/2011, p. 113). These insights derive from the idea that meaning is
relational rather than essential (Saussure, 1916/2011), both of which become core pillars of PSDT.
Through Saussure we also come to the anthropological application of structuralism by Lévi-Strauss
(1950/1987) which argues that “any culture can be considered as a combination of symbolic
systems headed by language” (p.16) an insight which is later incorporated into PSDT (Howarth,
2000; Torfing, 1999) as a basis for analysing society. Finally, structuralism’s limits lay the basis for
a number of critiques relevant to this study.
PSDT accounts (Howarth, 2000) of the deviation from Saussure tend towards cleaving the
literature into essentialist and anti-essentialist positions with Marxists on one side and poststructuralists on the other. Instead, this thesis contends in line with Evans (1990) that scholars such
as Derrida offer valuable critiques of structuralism but ultimately continue to work within the
framework of abstract objectivism; a critique which can also be expanded to Marxists such as
Pêcheux (1963/1995). Therefore, a more fruitful cleavage can be observed between what Volosinov
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(1930/1973) and Bakhtin (1981/2008) have referred to as abstract objectivism on the one hand, and
a concrete, dialogical approach to the analysis of discourse on the other. Abstract objectivism posits
that meaning is derived as a function of relations between signifiers in an abstract signifying
system. On the other hand, a concrete, dialogical approach to the analysis of discourse posits that
semantic meaning is constructed from the social practice of context-dependant use, sedimented into
more or less stable or normative meanings (Dentith, 1995; Lecercle, 2006).
Structuralism. For Saussure (1916/2011) the sign is a unity comprised of a signifier which
is a sound-image, and a signified which is a mental picture or concept; this unity is enabled in a
completely arbitrary manner as there is no necessary link between a signifier and its signified. The
question of meaning thus arises; if meaning is not derived from the referent we must account for it
elsewhere. Saussure (1916/2011) puts forward the idea that language consists of “form and not
substance” (p. 120) and that it is a series of “differences without positive terms” (1916/2011, p.
120).
Saussure’s (1916/2011) argument that the sign has no value outside of the linguistic system
it is embedded within, is a key observation for PSDT’s relational ontology of meaning. This is a key
insight which lays the basis for post-structural theory though it does raise an ontological issue about
the relationship between meaning and reality which is a critical point of contention between the
approach adopted in this thesis and conventional post-structuralist perspectives. If meaning is a pure
function of relations between signifiers one arrives at an intractable paradox without recourse to the
referent. It is argued that the movement from recognition to understanding, and hence meaning,
only occurs through dialogue (Dentith, 1995; Volosinov, 1930/1973); meaning is therefore not an
abstract function of relations between signifiers.
Nevertheless, there is a useful observation at the base of this reified idea of “differences
without positive terms” (Saussure, 1916/2011, p. 120) which can be summarised as the fact that
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meaning is understood and developed contextually. The importance of these theoretical
observations are apparent when considering the analysis of keywords later in the thesis where the
changing meaning of keywords should be understood in the context of a living dialogue as opposed
to a dead amalgamation of signifiers.
Key structuralist contributions to PSDT. Larraín (1979) identifies two “lines of
development” (p. 132) within structuralism cogent for the analysis of ideology, and thus relevant to
this thesis. First, a semiological line which focuses on the synchronic analysis of language and
second an anthropological line of development which applies Saussurian (1916/2011) linguistics to
the analysis of social phenomena such as myths. The first line of development is typified by Barthes
(1964, 1967/2002, 1957/2002) whilst the second line is typified by Lévi-Strauss (1962, 1963).
Barthes provides a number of useful concepts, specifically in relation to the issue of
ideology which employed in this study. First, Barthes (1967/2002) lays the basis for thinking about
ideological analysis as a means for showing the meaning of texts are not necessarily fixed. For
Barthes (1964, 1967/2002) we are presented with a denotative and a connotative level when
examining a given text; the denotative level is the given meaning of a text whilst the connotative
level is that which is obscured and must be uncovered through the process of analysis. An example
of this can be seen through Barthes’ (1967/2002) analysis of fashion in which the role of the
connotative level is to naturalise the arbitrary nature of fashion signs; that there is nothing natural
about pastel-coloured suits being the height of good taste, this fact in the middle of the 1980s might
have been hard to grasp.
This contribution by Barthes is important as the concept of ideology in PSDT develops in a
similar line. The analysis of ideology turns from an analysis of modes of thought which conceal
social contradictions in the interests of the dominant class as found in a Marxist theory of ideology
(Larraín, 1979) to an analysis of how a contingent discourse comes to appear as a permanently
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fixed, natural way of understanding; it is the process of dispelling this illusion which forms the
basis of ideological analysis (Stavrakakis, 1997). From this perspective “if it is possible to discover
the principle which presides over the organization of discourse and which unifies its elements, the
analysis of ideology has largely been completed” (Larraín, 1979, p. 133). This observation is
important as it outlines a broad, positive definition of ideology which is carried through in the work
of this thesis.
From the anthropological line of development we have Levi-Strauss’ application of
Saussurian linguistics to the analysis of society. Societies are “understood as a complex symbolic
orders” (Howarth, 2000, p. 23) or in the words of Levi-Strauss (1950/1987, p. 15) “any culture may
be looked upon as an ensemble of symbolic systems”. This is important for the study at hand as this
analogy is carried forward through to PSDT with certain modifications which will be discussed
later. In this sense, one is not reducing the concept of society to language, but drawing an analogy
between the structure of language and that of the symbolic systems which constitute the field of the
social. The question is thus whether or not it is a fruitful analogy to employ, and this thesis contends
with others (Howarth, 2000; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001) that it can
be.
4.2.2 Critiques
Dialogism: Beyond Abstract Objectivism. A consistent critique of the structuralist project
arises in relation to the necessarily unchanging nature of language that is posited by Saussure’s
(1916/2011) project which focuses solely on synchrony. The critique of language as a fixed system
is key to this study as it sets out to observe the changing meanings employed in Irish budget
speeches over a 45 year period. The dialogical critique of structuralism as a form of “abstract
objectivism” (Volosinov, 1930/1973, p. 48) which ignores the openness, historical and innately
social character of language is particularly important to this study. It criticises that structuralism is
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only really suitable for the study of dead languages and necessitates, when employed in the study of
living languages, a caricature of a fixed system of meaning inherited from one generation to the
next like an artefact.
In reifying the system of language and in viewing living language as if it were dead and
alien, abstract objectivism makes language something external to the stream of verbal
communication. This stream flows on, but language, like a ball, is tossed from generation to
generation. Language cannot properly be said to be handed down – it endures, but it endures
as a continuous process of becoming. (Volosinov, 1930/1973, p. 81)
This critique on the issue of openness is shared by PSDT which rejects that language is a
fixed, pre-given object but is rather a social object in a continuous process of production (Howarth,
2000), a position directly borrowed from the school of post-structural semiology associated with the
journal Tel Quel (Larraín, 1979).
The actual reality of language-speech is not the abstract system of linguistic forms, not the
isolated monologic utterance, and not the psychophysiological act of its implementation, but
the social event of verbal interaction implemented in an utterance or utterances. Thus, verbal
interaction is the basic reality of language (Volosinov, 1930/1973, p. 94).
A verbal interaction in this context is not to be taken literally as a speech act, but also encompasses
written dialogues; we might even take the liberty of saying that the concept Volosinov (1930/1973)
was touching on here is synonymous with discourse. Language should thus be understood as
product of social interaction which is predicated on the existence of a given mode of production.
First there is a process of social intercourse which is made possible by a specific mode of
production, this is followed by verbal communication to facilitate or mediate interaction resulting in
new speech performances, finally these particular utterances which constitute the generative process
of language development end up being reflected as a change in language (Volosinov, 1930/1973). A
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contemporary example of this is the introduction of the verb ‘to Google’ into the English language
as a synonym for ‘to search online’. It is evident that a specific mode of production and level of
technological development necessarily preceded this change in language.
Dialogical analysis offers a radical break from the structuralist’s position that meaning is a
function of the structural relationship between signifiers. Instead, the dialogical work of the
Bakhtinian circle posits a dialectical relationship between two poles of the same unity that Lecercle
(2006, p. 115) would refer to as “pragmatic meaning and semantic meaning”. Pragmatic meaning is
necessarily produced and reproduced through the particular use of a word in a given, concrete
context. The meaning of a word is not fixed, it is always open and may in some instances even be
inverted. Such changes in meaning are dependent on the context including intonation, subject
position, affective atmosphere and a multitude of other factors which do not necessarily affect the
structure in which signifiers are arranged (Dentith, 1995). Semantic meaning, as opposed to
pragmatic meaning, is a type of normative meaning which aims towards a reduction or
universalisation of meaning; this is the type of meaning that one finds on looking for a word in the
dictionary (Dentith, 1995). We can understand the normative use of words not because words
inherently have a meaning, but through their continuous use in certain contexts. This view has been
supported by, and is related to, corpus linguistics (Maybin, 2001) through the concept of
collocation.
The above discussion means that for this thesis it is assumed that:
The relationship between the set of linguistic norms and the occasions of the use of language
is itself a dialectical one in which each acts and reacts back upon one another, so that each
and every use of a word or an expression changes, extends or reinforces its meaning and
thus alters or confirms the set of norms which is one of the conditions for its use. (Dentith,
1995, p. 27)
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Meaning in its totality has to be understood in the context of dialogue, it finds this totality of
pragmatic and semantic meaning in the utterance. Meaning is akin to a spark between two
electrodes, it is not simply the physical structure of the alignment of the electrodes which produces
the spark (Volosinov, 1930/1973). To put it even more sharply the structuralists who attempt to
define a word by focusing only on semantic meaning "want, in effect, to turn on a light bulb after
having switched off the current. Only the current of verbal intercourse endows a word with the light
of meaning" (Volosinov, 1930/1973, p. 103).
A point of critique eventually addressed by PSDT through the concept of heterogeneity
(Laclau, 2005; Thomassen, 2005) is Saussure’s (1916/2011, p. 120) assertion that language consists
of “differences without positive terms”. It is not clear that opposition is the only means for
generating meaning as in the case of the relation between parts to a whole. For example, a collar
does not derive its meaning by resting in a binary opposition to a shirt, we cannot “understand what
a collar is unless one understood how it related to other parts of a shirt” (Holdcroft, 1991, p. 129).
Some effort has been taken towards addressing these points within the framework of PSDT (Laclau,
2005; Marttila, 2015).
Post-structuralist Continuity: From Within Abstract Objectivism. Key concepts of
Derrida (1967, 1967/1997) and Pêcheux (1975, 1963/1995) will be examined due to their
relationship both to PSDT and concepts further employed in this study. It is important to address
this as not all critiques of structuralism break from the underlying theoretical structure, but rather
seek to rework it.
Before progressing it is important also to note that PSDT critically engages with and owes a
significant debt to the work of Foucault (1975, 1993, 1997, 2002), not least for the popularisation of
the term discourse. In this engagement it addresses a number of difficulties with the Foucauldian
conception of discourse, including "his failure to formalize satisfactorily his theory of discourse; his
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inadequate conceptualization of power/resistance; his lack of concrete analyses of resistances to
power and his inability (or refusal) to examine the 'macro' strategies and outcomes of
power/resistance struggles" (Howarth, 2000, p.84).
Derrida (1967/1997) critiques Saussure’s (1916/2011) concept of the sign using a similar
method of argument employed against the dualist philosophy of vitalism (McNally, 2001) in which
the sign is analogous to the subject which is composed of a material aspect of the signifer or body
counterpoised against the immaterial signified or the soul. This type of thinking allows us to
conceive of a “transcendental signified” (Derrida, 1981/1998, p.19) or a signifier without a
signified, a pure thought abstracted from language. This transcendental signified exists in much the
same way as one can think of a soul without a body. We see that “from the moment that one
questions the possibility of such a transcendental signified, and that one recognizes that every
signified is also in the position of a signifier” (Derrida, 1981/1998, p.20).
For Derrida (1981/1998) this form of thought about consciousness is a metaphysical
hangover from the middle-ages which can be dispensed of for the study of language. This is a
position which shares some ground with Volosinov (1930/1973) and Bakhtin (Dentith, 1995) for
whom consciousness is not an inner-spirit but rather an inner-language. Consciousness and the ideas
which flow from it are not a spiritual phenomena but have a real, social and material basis in the
language through which they take shape, or as Bakhtin (1981/2008, p. 259) states “discourse is a
social phenomenon – social throughout its entire range and in each and every of its factors, from the
sound image to the furthest reaches of abstract meaning”. This is the sense in which discourse is
understood throughout this thesis; it is a social phenomenon through and through.
Another important contribution that Derrida offers is the privileging of speech over written
text (Derrida, 1967/1998). By focusing on those aspects of writing which are historically relegated
to a position of secondary importance such as “materiality, absence, repeatability, [and] spacing”
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(Howarth, 2000, p. 38) we can examine the preconditions which are necessary for meaning to exist.
Whereas those of a Marxist persuasion (Holdcroft, 1991; Trần Đức, 1984; Volosinov, 1930/1973)
critique Saussure’s insistence that language consists of a system of differences without positive
terms, Derrida critiques Saussure for not going far enough in this direction, the natural result of
which is to jettison the idea of a signified completely. From this perspective an identity cannot just
be understood as the relationship of differences within a system, it must also embody the absence or
deferring of certain possibilities (Howarth, 2000). It follows that for Derrida (1981/1998, p.26)
“every process of signification … [is] a formal play of differences. That is, of traces.” The trace is
that aspect of meaning which is present in its absence. Rather than relating to a signified it refers to
what the signifier is not. Derrida also introduces us to the term adopted later by Laclau and Mouffe
(1985/2001) of an “element” (Derrida, 1981/1998, p.26) by which a signifier is decoupled from any
meaning beyond its relationships to other signifiers. As such
no element can function as a sign without referring to another element which itself is not
simply present. This interweaving results in each "element" – phoneme or grapheme – being
constituted on the basis of the trace within it of the other elements of the chain or system.
(Derrida, 1981/1998, p.26)
This concept of trace shares a similarity to what Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2001) refer to as
logics of equivalence and difference which will be explored in more detail in subsection 4.5.3.
These concepts of trace and différance (Derrida, 1967/1997) are important to this thesis as they
share similarities to the concept of collocation employed in neo-Firthian linguistics which states that
“important aspects of the meaning of a word (or another linguistic unit) are not contained within the
word itself, considered in isolation, but rather subsist in the characteristic associations that the word
participates in, alongside other words or structures with which it frequently co-occurs” (McEnery &
Hardie, 2011, pp. 122–123), and even in relation to a statistically abnormal lack of co-occurrence.
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Both différance and collocation emphasise that the meaning of a signifier is not given or fixed but is
rather determined by its context.
Pêcheux (1975, 1963/1995), who was also working within the abstract objectivist
framework but from an explicitly Marxist perspective, arrives at a similar position to the Derridean
notions of trace and différance through the argument that “the meaning of words in a discourse … is
explained by their relations to other words that are not said: words that could have been said but
were not, words that were said previously … and words that could not be said” (Helsloot & Hak,
2008, pp. 171–172). This observation shares many similarities with Laclau’s (2005)
acknowledgement of the role of heterogeneity as an alternative structuring force to that of
antagonism. For Pêcheux, words in a language are interrelated and the production of meaning is “an
effect of metaphoric relations (of selection and substitution) which are specific for … an utterance
or a text” (Helsloot & Hak, 2008, p. 172). Pêcheux’s (1963/1995) ambitious but ultimately
unsuccessful goal of automatic discourse analysis was to create software which could take
discourses as inputs and produce a series of metaphoric relations in the form of matrices as outputs;
these would be interpreted by a discourse analyst to deduce findings. Pêcheux (1963/1995) thus lays
theoretical basis for subsequent corpus analytical work which approaches the analysis of discourse
whilst drawing on structuralist thought.
Critique. A conclusion that we arrive at, whether we move through Bakhtin (1981/2008)
and Volosinov (1930/1973) or Derrida (1967, 1967/1997; 1981/1998), is a critical assessment of the
idea that a language is not a fixed system; there is perpetual openness which cannot be accounted
for through conventional structuralist thought. There can be no final meaning afforded to a text, as
context is always key to understanding; no utterance can ever be repeated as the context in which
that utterance is received is, by necessity, always different (Dentith, 1995; Evans, 1990; Volosinov,
1930/1973). Figure 4.1 offers a graphical representation of the critiques of structuralism discussed.
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Figure 4.1
Critiques of structuralism

Note. Author’s interpretation of literature.

Without an understanding of language as a process of social production dependent on the
concrete use of utterances in accordance with the appropriate context (Volosinov, 1930/1973) we
arrive at paradoxical ideas such as the notion that a child learns the general semantic meaning of a
word through “a formal play of differences. That is, of traces” (Derrida, 1981/1998, p.26). If we
concede to Derrida that this is, in fact, how semantic meaning functions the problem is not resolved
but merely multiplied. For the child to understand the word ‘hot’, she must first understand a host of
associated words which are necessarily ‘not hot’, as understanding hotness depends upon the trace
of absent signifiers. The question which then arises is how does the child come to ever understand
its first word if the meaning of words relies on the play of traces within an existing system of
meaning, as opposed to understanding the use of particular sounds in specific, concrete social
contexts? We thus find ourselves trapped in an infinite regress with no point of entry or exit from
the loop. To understand one must first know a language, but to know a language one must first be
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able to understand. In short rather than making progress, we wind up right back at Saussure’s
(1916/2011) abstraction of langue.
That this infinite regress, brought on by attempting to understand meaning from within the
abstract objectivist framework, is neither necessary nor insightful we may take for example the
word aggravate, derived from the Latin verb aggravāre which enters common usage in the English
language in the 16th Century (Steinmetz, 2008). Its semantic meaning at the time was in accordance
with the Latin, denoting a verb used to describe the addition of weight or the overburdening of a
subject; it is only during the 18th and 19th Centuries that we witness a tendency for the term to be
used in the context of being synonymous with the verbs to annoy or to irritate (Steinmetz, 2008).
The change in semantic meaning is a function of a consistent change in pragmatic meaning.
PSDT can be theorised apart from this abstract, one-sided and totalising understanding of
meaning by conceding that its realm is only the partial analysis of signification as distinct from
meaning. This concession is far from a diminuation of its value, on the contrary it allows the
theoretical insights to retain their validity as long as they are hedged within the boundaries of
tendencies towards semantic meaning. This is a point which is particularly important for this thesis
as the study examines the use of individual speeches in which meaning should be understood
pragmatically, but over time we witness the crystallisation of changes to semantic meaning. Without
the distinction explanations for why meaning changes cannot be addressed without recourse to a
discourse theoretical version of the chicken and egg paradox.
4.3 Key Insights from Lacanian Accounts of Subjectivity
Early approaches to PSDT (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001) adopted a structuralist model of
subjectivity which was subsequently rejected in favour of a Lacanian understanding of the subject
(Stavrakakis, 2003) prevalent in the later work of Laclau (1990). Concepts such as the social, the
political and social imaginaries employed in the analysis sections of this thesis are derived from the
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work of Lacan’s understanding of fantasy (Fink, 1997) and as such it is necessary to provide a brief
overview, as understood and employed within this thesis, of the Lacanian account of subjectivity in
relation to Desire.
The Lacanian Subject is not an individual conscious subject, or the subject of a linguistic
statement; the Lacanian Subject doesn’t really exist, rather “the subject is nothing here but a split
between two forms of otherness – the ego as other and the unconscious as the Other’s discourse”
(Fink, 1997, p. 46). Laclau states that “I tend to distinguish between objective subject positions and
the subject as the subject of lack” (Laclau, 1993, p. 58). For Lacan the subject is a subject which
first and foremost desires and largely adheres to the Hegelian (1807/2013) dialectic of desire and
recognition (Nancy & Lacoue-Labarthe, 1992). From the Lacanian perspective subjectivity is not
determined by an internal essence or structural location, rather a key aspect of subjectivity is the
force of desire (Stavrakakis, 2003). The problem here lies with the fact that the subject always
desires something external to itself and this desire always slides from one object to the next, never
capable of being satiated (Fink, 1997). The desiring subject is always incomplete which means that
it can never truly be a complete self, or as Houlgate describes from the Hegelian perspective of
desire [Begierde]
When self-consciousness completes the movement of desire, therefore, it both gains and
loses its sense of self. It regains what it has lost, however, by carrying out another act of
negation, and another, and so on. In this way, desire reproduces itself endlessly and moves
from one other to another in search of that sense of self that comes only through actually
negating something else. (Houlgate, 2012, p. 86)
The subject is taken to be always incomplete, there is a void or a lack at the core of being. The very
process of subjectivity, the process of being constituted as a subject is determined by the attempt to
fill this void with objects of desire the, objet a, exterior to oneself.

70

Chapter 4: Theoretical Resources
The paradox is that this void can never be filled, life is a game of imagining that you will
truly be yourself if only you can fill the void with the next thing that catches your attention; a
partner, a car, or possibly a pair of shoes or a promotion. Once you attain the object of desire you
may be briefly satiated but it is not long before one’s desire moves to something new. The Lacanian
subject is convinced that it will be happy and complete when it possesses or consumes the thing that
it desires. It is also how society, or rather the impossibility of society functions in PSDT
(Stavrakakis, 2003). This concept will be developed further in Section 4.5.7.
The argument that is being made about subjectivity is a fundamental ontological question
about the nature of humans. What this thesis takes from these observations is that one should
differentiate between subjectivity as a function of structural subject positions within a discourse,
and the subject as the Lacanian subject of lack in line with the later work of Laclau (1993). The
subject is thus an inherently desiring, lacking being who occupies different subject positions and
thus identities. The first is an ontological assumption about human nature which informs later
analysis regarding social imaginaries, whilst the latter is an empirical function of social positioning.
4.4 Concepts of Ideology
Ideology is an important concept for this thesis in the context of understanding political
discourse. As the term is polysemic and often used in a specific manner in conventional language, it
thus requires clarification as to how it is employed throughout this thesis. Table 4.1 offers an
overview of the complexity of various meanings of ideology as it is employed across different
fields.
Larraín (1979) offers a useful interpretation of the concept of ideology, introducing
categories of negative and positive ideology implying a categorisation of ideology on the basis of
epistemic assumptions. Ideology in the negative sense assumes an epistemological position which is
not neutral, namely that a given statement is in some manner untrue. As such theories of ideology
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which seek to make truth-claims about ideas, consciousness or views such as the famous Marxian
false-consciousness, or those which imply a distortion or mystification of social reality can be
placed within the category of negative ideology.

Table 4.1
Varying Concepts of Ideology
Ideology Understood As

Associated Authors

The objective scientific pursuit of the study
of ideas.

de Tracy (1801)

A form of Weltanschauung or world-view
which assumes no negative epistemological
consequences for ideology as a concept
(Larraín, 1979).

Schelling as the first instance of the common use of
Weltanschauung (Naugle, 2002); Mannheim
(1936/2013); Lenin (1902/2008); Gramsci
(1947/1992); Lukács (1923/2013);

An “objective concealment of contradictions, Marx and Engels (1932/1970). Eagleton (1991).
in the interest of the dominant class”
(Larraín, 1979, p. 210)
A process of distortion attributable to the
individual psyche or society.

Freud (1911/1958); Durkheim (1895/1982);
Mannheim (1936/2013); Levi-Strauss (1962)

A process of distortion which is determined
by science or technology

Lukács (1923/2013); Adorno and Horkheimer
(1947/2020); Marcuse (1964/2007, p. 2); Habermas
(1969/1989)

A process of distortion which stands in
opposition to Science

Kuhn (1962/2012); Althusser (1995)

A process of reducing meaning to a single
signification which may be portrayed as
natural

Barthes (1967/2002); Laclau (2006); (Stavrakakis,
1997)

Note. Compiled by the author from a reading of Larraín (1979), supplemented by additional
literature.

A theory of ideology which is neutral from an epistemic perspective can be categorised as
positive ideology. Whilst it is possible to make value-judgements about positive ideology, an
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ideology is not incorrect because it is ideology, but rather because it is a certain type of ideology.
Thus positive forms of ideology do not pass judgment on whether views and ideas are correct or
incorrect as a result of being ideology; ideology is simply the expression of the ideas of a given
group in society. From this perspective, we arrive at the concept of ideology as Weltanschauung, or
the world-view of a class or group of people.
The last important influence for PSDT is found in dialogue with certain Marxist theories of
ideology, specifically those found in the works of Gramsci (1992) Althusser (1995) and Pêcheux
(1975; 1995). Ideology is mostly employed by Gramsci (1947/1992) in the positive sense of the
term (Larraín, 1979) analogous to a world-view. He rejects crude, mechanistic determinations of
ideology by the economic base as a form of “primitive infantilism” (Gramsci, 1947/1992, p. 407)
and offers a more nuanced and autonomous understanding of the relationship between ideas and the
economic base.
PSDT rejects both the idea that there is any underlying economic logic which plays a
determining role in the political or ideological aspects of a given society as well as the idea that any
given social group is the main agent responsible for instigating social change (Howarth, 2000).
Marxism is constructed as suffering from a “sharp binary opposition” (Howarth, 2000, p. 99)
between a logic of necessity that emphasises the role of the economic base as the determining factor
in the development of the superstructure and a logic of contingency which emphasises agency and
the need for strategic political action (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001). PSDT claims to resolve this
tension by negating the issue of the material base as a determining factor (Howarth, 2000) through
the homogenization of all forms of practice under the same rubric of discourse (Eagleton, 1991).
This supposed resolution is contested by Marxists such as Eagleton (1991) and Geras,
(1987, 1988) exemplified by Eagleton’s (1991, p. 219) critique that “a way of understanding an
object is simply projected into the object itself, in a familiar idealist move … The category of
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discourse is inflated to the point where it imperializes the whole world, eliding the distinction
between thought and material reality”. Advocates of PSDT (Howarth, 2000; Laclau & Mouffe,
1985/2001) would contest this point by arguing that objects exist independently of any given
discourse yet the meaning of an object can only be understood through the structure of a discursive
field and as such we cannot conceive of objects independent of discourse. For the purpose of this
study the conventional positive definition of ideology advanced by PSDT is employed in this thesis.
Ideology is taken to be a process of reducing meaning to a single signification which may be
portrayed as natural (Laclau, 2006).
4.5 Key Post-Structural Discourse Analytical Concepts
This section outlines a further number of PSDT concepts which are key to the analysis
conducted within this thesis.
4.5.1 Elements, Moments, Articulation
Discourses are realised through the practice of articulation, the means through which
contingent elements come to be necessary moments within a discourse, as Laclau and Mouffe
(1985/2001) explain
we will call articulation any practice establishing a relation among elements such that their
identity is modified as a result of the articulatory practice. The structured totality resulting
from the articulatory practice, we will call discourse. The differential positions, insofar as
they appear articulated within a discourse, we will call moments. By contrast, we will call
element any difference that is not discursively articulated. (p.105)
Contingent in this sense refers to the fact that a given series of articulations are not logically
necessary or required.
We may conceptualise discourse as a network of signifiers. Articulation is thus a type of
practice symbolised by vectors which link different elements together. An element is a signifier
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which need not be part of a given discourse and a moment is simply an element which is bound in
relation to other moments through the process of articulation. Understanding discourse in this
manner opens the door to analytical methods such as keyword analysis and collocation which are
able to quantify tendencies for words to appear abnormally frequently or co-occur with each other
in a given text; concepts employed not only in this study, but various others (Nabers, 2015; Glasze,
2007a; Thomassen 2005).
From the perspective of PSTD, the practice of articulation is never complete or final. In
other words, we can imagine that the vertices between signifiers within the network are more or less
stable, but they are never permanently fixed. It is quite possible for moments to become elements,
and for elements to become moments. It is even possible for moments to be articulated in different
relations to other moments thereby changing the structure of the discourse and ultimately its
meaning. This is also important to note for this study as the goal is to examine this relative fixity of
meaning and the manner in which it changes over time. Meaning is thus understood as an emergent
property of articulating signifiers in relation to each other. It is in this sense that we can understand
that signifiers do not derive their meaning from any fixed or internal essence, rather for PSDT
meaning is taken to be a property of relations between signifiers.
It is posited that the above account of relational meaning is particular to the functioning of
semantic meaning and can thus be integrated into a dialogical analysis; as such it is also important
for understanding the concept of concordance analysis which will be discussed in the following
chapter on research methods. We can come to understand the semantic meaning of a word by
studying the way in which it is employed in certain contexts (Baker, 2006; Maybin, 2001; McEnery
& Hardie, 2011; McEnery & Wilson, 2011).
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4.5.2 Nodal Points and Floating Signifiers
While a discourse may become sedimented and relatively stable over extended periods of
time, it can never be entirely fixed (Howarth, 2000; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001). To reframe this
we might say that a closed or sedimented discourse is simply an abstract way to discuss a network
of semantic meaning (Lecercle, 2006) which is relatively stable at a given point in time. Discourses
within PSDT are constituted through the practice of partially fixing signifiers in relation to a nodal
point (Howarth, 2000; Jacobs, 2019; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002). Whilst it has been argued that
discourses can be formed from multiple nodal points (Jacobs, 2019) thus conceptualising the nodal
point as a signifier which, as a node in a network would have a high centrality score (Freeman,
1978), this study uses more conventional terminology which refers to the central node in a discourse
as the nodal point; other moments may have high degrees of centrality but they are not referred to in
this thesis as a nodal point.
A discourse can never be entirely closed and there is always a threat that elements may be
articulated differently, or moments which were formerly articulated may become detached from
other signifiers within the discourse therefore becoming elements (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001).
The meaning of the nodal point is determined as a function of its structural location in a web of
signification; the meaning of moments in turn are determined by their locations in relation to other
signifiers.
The concept of the nodal point is crucial for this thesis as it is that signifier which orders the
all other signifiers in a discourse. It is that signifier through which all other signifiers gain their
particular meanings. This is not freely given, rather the process involved in determining this nodal
point involves the laborious process of assessing the meaning of other given signifiers and working
backwards to determine which discourse they are a part of and which nodal point organises this
discourse (Stavrakakis, 1997).
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It is quite possible that an existing moment within a discourse may become a floating
signifier (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001). That is, a signifier which is contested by another discourse
and is articulated in relation to a different series of moments. Nodal points and floating signifiers,
help to provide a basis for analysis presented in this thesis of how the centripetal forces of language
operate to “produce ... authoritative, fixed, inflexible discourses” (Maybin, 2001, p. 65). The nodal
point is a prerequisite to fix the meaning of a discourse whilst floating signifiers help us to
conceptualise potential sites where “centrifugal forces of language” (Bakhtin, 1981/2008, p. 272)
are coming to the fore and meaning is being contested, otherwise referred to as dislocations (Laclau
& Mouffe, 1985/2001).
4.5.3 Logics of Equivalence and Difference and Empty Signifiers
Logics of equivalence and difference help us to understand how signifiers, particularly
signifiers which are relevant to identity formation, come to possess meaning in relation to
universality and particularity. Logics of equivalence “dissolve the differential positivity of the
social” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001, p. 181) whilst logics of difference achieve the opposite
effect.
If meaning is an emergent property of dialogue in which signifiers are related to each other
in a contingent and semi-fixed system known as discourse, a signifier only gains meaning by
standing in relation to a different signifier as it is used in context. To offer a concrete example, the
people is a signifier which draws chains of equivalence between diverse groups of people thereby
homogenizing them into a single identity.
As a signifier the people ignores or erases important differences between workers, the
unemployed, students, small-business owners, large business owners, the elderly, the sick,
professionals, and so on. This process of expanding the signifying chain to stress differences is
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understood as a logic of difference; it accentuates the role of particularity over universality and
creates identities within a discourse (Torfing, 1999).
We might also choose to negate differences and focus on commonalities between these very
different groups. Rather than thinking of small-business owners, large-business owners and their
workers, the former who enter the market in a state of competition with each other and the workers
who have divergent interests from both, we might use the signifier private-sector which subsumes
their differences into a single category which now stands in opposition to another signifier the
public sector. The building of chains of equivalence necessarily entails a loss of meaning (Jacobs,
2019; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Torfing, 1999), an emptying of the signifier of its signifieds or a
collapsing of “different entities into equivalence” (Madsen, 2018, p. 381). As Laclau states,
signifiers are “equivalent in their common rejection of the excluded identity” (Laclau, 2005a, p. 70).
Taking logics of equivalence to their extreme we arrive at the concept of the empty signifier
(Laclau, 2000, 2005a, 1996/2007, 2000/2017). The empty signifier has no particular meaning of its
own, rather it serves to “represent the entire discursive chain of signifiers connected to” (Jacobs,
2019, p. 12) it. The empty signifier has been employed in the analysis of identity categories (Kenny
& Scriver, 2012), as well as more abstract discursive constructions such as climate change
(Methmann, 2010), and interdisciplinarity (Madsen, 2018). The empty signifier is a structural
category of signifiers which simply come to represent a chain of signifiers linked by logics of
equivalence. In this sense, the empty signifier is a slightly misleading term as the signifier is no
more empty than any other; the concept simply stresses a type of central signifier which forms when
logics of equivalence are stretched to their limits.
Logics of equivalence and difference provide a valuable theoretical framework for
examining the changing emphasis placed on different types of articulation within a discourse and
are thus key to the analysis conducted within this thesis. By changing the types of articulation, one
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can better understand the way in which normative meanings about key social matters are
constructed and deconstructed.
4.5.4 Constitutive Outside, Antagonism and Agonism
It is not enough to understand the structural composition of a discourse as shown in
preceding sections, one must also take account of the fact that discourses are always also constituted
by an exterior or a “constitutive outside” (Laclau, 1990, p. 136). Drawing this term initially from
Derrida (2005) signifiers exterior to a discourse are perceived as possessing the potentiality to
disturb the unity of the discourse, yet their existence permits a relationship of exclusion necessary to
constitute the discourse.
For Laclau’s (1990) understanding of discourse it is not possible for a discourse or the
structural position within that discourse to simply be, a discourse must stand in relation to other
discourses. Thus, being is inherently imbued with a sense of negativity a point derived from Hegel
(Laclau, 1990); what constitutes a discourse is not simply the structural arrangement of signifiers
around a nodal point but also this constitutive outside, all those things which are excluded from the
discourse. One cannot understand The Pale without the idea of that which is beyond it.
With the constitutive outside come the concepts of antagonism (Laclau, 1988, 2000; Laclau
& Mouffe, 1985/2001) and heterogeneity (Laclau, 2005). To structure a discourse is to draw
antagonisms (Laclau, 2005) though it is now increasingly recognised that antagonisms cannot be the
only way in which structure is formed (Jacobs, 2019; Marttila, 2015; Thomassen, 2005).
Heterogeneity is a term used to designate those signifiers which are excluded from a discourse, and
necessarily so for it to function (Thomassen, 2005).
An antagonistic border of exteriority or a front (Laclau, 2000) is drawn between two empty
signifiers which come to represent a series of other signifiers, creating a sense of universality and
simplifying the social into two antagonistic camps (Jacobs, 2019). Nevertheless, there is always an
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exterior surplus which must be excluded for the discourse to make sense; if all signifiers are
incorporated into a discourse it simply becomes meaningless. Negativity or exclusion thereby
becomes a constitutive function of meaning, not simply antagonism.
The conceptual category of agonism is developed by Mouffe (2013) in the context of
critiquing the hegemonic liberal understanding of politics “as a neutral terrain in which different
groups compete to occupy the positions of power, their objective being to dislodge others in order to
occupy their place, without putting into question the dominant hegemony and profoundly
transforming the relations of power.” (Mouffe, 2013, para. 2.75). This dominant vision of politics
ignores the concept of antagonism as it fails to recognise the irreconcilable nature of competing
hegemonic projects. To use an analogy from Mouffe’s (2013) perspective, liberal pluralism offers a
choice between flavours, whereas agonistic pluralism offers an either-or choice between entirely
different drinks.
Agonism differs from antagonism insofar as the other for agonism is constructed as an
adversary rather than an enemy. The difference here between an adversary and an enemy is that the
former is one who is recognised as a legitimate opponent with whom one disagrees about the
direction of society, whereas the latter is perceived in line with Schmitt (1932/2007) as an
existential threat to society which cannot be tolerated (Mouffe, 2013).
This is best explained by Mouffe (2013, para. 2.70) who states that it in a democracy it “is
important … that conflict does not take the form of an ‘antagonism’ (struggle between enemies) but
the form of an ‘agonism’ (struggle between adversaries).” The concept of agonism will not be
pursued further though its contribution to allaying fears that PSDT defines politics in an unrealistic
fashion which “celebrates violence” (Norris, 2006, p. 111) is welcome. Agonism allows one to
conceive of the structural division of the social in a manner in which opposing perspectives should
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not be considered as the hostile plots of an enemy; rather opposition and difference is not
necessarily a threat but a necessary precondition for the possibility of politics.
4.5.6 Hegemony and Dislocation
Hegemony is a central concept in PSDT, Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2001) are openly
influenced by Gramsci’s (1947/1992) concept of hegemony which envisaged the particular interests
of a social class being transformed into universal interests via the formation of an historical bloc.
Gramsci employs the term hegemony in at least two different senses (Hoare, 1992) though the
manner in which it is addressed by PSDT is congruent with an understanding of the exercise of
power in society which stands in opposition to domination. For Gramsci, the ruling class cannot
govern solely through recourse to force, it must establish cultural or “social hegemony” (Gramsci,
1947/1992, p. 12) which is the expression of the ruling class’ successful exercise of power based on
the consensual leadership of the masses.
The concept of hegemony is broadly adopted by PSDT but in doing so is pushed in an antiessentialist direction (Howarth, 2000; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001). The PSDT version of
hegemony expands the concept beyond a focus on class and describes how the interests of a
particular subject position may come to represent the interests of all subjects through the formation
of a universal, abstract subject such as the people (Howarth, 2000; Jacobs, 2019; Jørgensen &
Phillips, 2002).
Torfing (1999) offers a concise definition of hegemony from the perspective of PSDT as
“the expansion of a discourse, or set of discourses, into a dominant horizon of social orientation and
action by means of articulating unfixed elements into partially fixed moments in a context
crisscrossed by antagonistic forces” (p.101). Jacobs (2019, p.5) offers a slightly different take,
stating that "'signification' is a product of the 'articulation' of certain 'elements' as 'moments' that are
'dispersed' in a specific pattern. When such 'dispersions' become 'regular' through continuous
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'iteration' the 'discourses' they constitute become 'hegemonic' 'structurations'". In this sense we can
say that hegemony can be interpreted as a type of diachronic semiotic stability which can be
investigated empirically, a point which is important for later analysis.
If hegemony is also the process of establishing a dominant horizon of meaning through
which the world is understood (Howarth, 2000) it is in this sense that one can talk about ideologies
and their corresponding subject positions being hegemonic. Hegemonic discourses only ever
manage to become partially fixed, regardless of how enduring that partial fixation may be. To
understand the manner in which this partial fixation can become unfixed requires an understanding
of the concept of dislocation and the formerly discussed concept of heterogeneity. Conventionally, a
dislocation is understood as a rupture during which an existing discursive order is disrupted due to
its inability to symbolise a sudden event (Howarth, 2000). A dislocation can be described as “an
event that cannot immediately be integrated into the horizon of expectations: it is something we did
not expect and which therefore threatens the sedimented routines and processes of social
institutions” (Marchart, 2014, p.277). According to Laclau (1990, p. 39) moments of dislocation
give rise:
Not only to negative consequences but also to new possibilities of historical action … the
accelerated tempo of social demands lead to a higher awareness of historicity. The rapid
change in discursive sequences organizing and constituting objects leads to a clearer
awareness of the constitutive contingency of those discourses. This historicity of being of
objects is thus shown more clearly.
Dislocation therefore provides a concept for theorising about discursive change without positing
underlying extra-discursive causes. A concept initially employed in materials science (Nabers,
2019), dislocation may be developed further by making recourse to analogies about dislocation in
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crystalline lattices in which a dislocation becomes apparent through its movement which is rendered
visible by the application of an external force.
The concept of “translocation” (Nabers, 2019, p. 9) indicates that a signifier, not part of a
discourse, is integrated into it with the result of destabilising the structure of the discourse; in other
words, the articulation of an element to become a moment in an established discourse. This is a
valuable contribution made by Nabers (2019) and it is unfortunate that he does not pursue the
analogy further.
The potential for a hegemonic intervention arises during dislocations (Howarth, 2000;
Nabers, 2019; Torfing, 1999) though the idea that change only happens suddenly without the
possibility of incremental changes has been critiqued (Marttila, 2015) even if this is a position
implicitly associated with PSDT rather than an explicit outcome of the underlying theoretical
conception of discourse and change. This is important to consider for the thesis as the manner in
which discourses change is central to the research question; as such there is no underlying
assumption in the thesis’ approach to the empirical material that discourses must necessarily change
on the basis of having suffered a dislocation first.
4.5.7 The Social, the Political and Social Imaginaries
Within PSDT the social is a concept which must be understood in relation to two
complementary concepts, society and the political (Marchart, 2007). Regarding the first distinction,
society signifies “the possibility of closure of all social meaning around a matrix which can explain
all its partial processes” (Laclau, 1999, p.146) whereas the social signifies an impossible final
closure of meaning creation in relation to the social field. There exists a productive tension between
the social as openness, and society as conceptual totality or suturation, though “ultimately
impossible, it is nevertheless possible to proceed to a relative fixation of the social through the
institution of nodal points” (Laclau, 1990, p.91). For post-structural theories of discourse, society is

83

Chapter 4: Theoretical Resources
thus an impossible (Laclau, 1990) and essentially empty object (Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002) or “the
horizon of an impossible yet necessary totality” (Marchart, 2007, p.138). We attempt to construct
this impossible yet necessary totality by fixing discourse around nodal points (Laclau, 1990;
Marchart, 2007). This raises an important distinction between the social and the political.
For Laclau, the social is “the terrain of sedimented discursive practices. By contrast, the
political is defined as the moment of the institution of the social as well as the moment of the
reactivation of the contingent nature of every institution” (Marchart, 2007, p.138). The goal of a
political discourse is to temporarily fill, during a moment of dislocation, the impossible concept of
society with a discourse which provides a vision of how society should be organised (Howarth,
2000), a process which is necessarily confrontational in light of differing views of subjects
(Marchart, 2007; Mouffe, 2000).
The social is a term which describes "the level of sedimented practices and institutions"
(Stavrakakis, 2003, p. 321) analogous to the Other in Lacanian psychoanalytic theory. For PSDT
used here, the political on the other hand is not a discourse, though there are political discourses,
"the political is what disrupts this discursive field and leads to its continuous rearticulation."
(Stavrakakis, 2003, p. 321). In other words
the political seems to acquire a position closely related to that of the Lacanian real; one
cannot but be struck by the fact that the political is revealed as a particular modality of the
real: the political becomes one of the forms in which one encounters the real. (Stavrakakis,
2003, p. 322)
In other terms “the political is the moment in which the social is disrupted, thereby ushering in new
identifactory attempts to institute it by means of imaginary/symbolic rearticulations (played out in
the context of hegemonic struggles attempting to suture the lack in the Other)” (Stavrakakis, 2003,
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p. 321) in this sense the political is associated with the traumatic moment at which a dislocation
occurs in the social, opening up new possibilities of articulation.
The concepts of myth and social imaginary emerge in PSDT as a result of this tension
between attempts to fix meaning in the attempt to constitute society, and the ultimate inability to
completely fix meaning in the context of the social (Dobbernack, 2010). In a similar manner to the
Lacanian subject who attempts to create a sense of self unity by becoming an object in the eyes of
the Other (Fink, 1997), the movement of the social towards the impossible concept of society is
indicative of a collective attempt to derive a sense of unity through the institution of a social
imaginary; the social imaginary becomes a “horizon … [which] structures a field of intelligibility”
(Laclau, 1990, p.64) of a discourse about society.
Attempts to construct the social as a unity are always futile even if they are necessary as “no
social fantasy can fill the lack around which society is always structured” (Stavrakakis, 2003, p.
322). The social imaginary operates on the basis of a fantasmic logic, “a narrative structure
involving some reference to an idealized scenario promising an imaginary fullness or wholeness …
and, by implication, a disaster scenario” (Glynos, 2010, p.29). This provides the link between the
Lacanian desiring subject and the collective operation of the social, through the institution of a
social imaginary as:
the operation of fantasy consists in reaching out and tying together a sense of fullness, the
promise of future social harmony, to scenarios of social decline and collapse. The promise of
fullness relates to the feeling that ‘things fall apart’ but that, through the operation of public
policy … they can be put back together again (Dobbernack, 2010, p.153).
The social imaginary, the horizon which structures the intelligibility of the social, is an important
concept for the current analysis as the justification for the arrangement of budgets is intimately tied
to this social construct.
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Trauma being a manifestation of the Real, is that which cannot be symbolised and “implies a
fixation or blockage” (Fink, 1997, p. 26). Just as the subject is faced with the experience of the Real
in the presence of a traumatic event which shatters the stable imaginary required to constitute the
subject as a unified whole, the same dynamic can be observed in relation to society when the social
imaginary which organises the social breaks down. The concept of the political as an encounter with
the Real is also important as it allows us to determine those moments when a social imaginary
collapses and signification fails. The difficult process of attempting to rearticulate a new social
imaginary which can make sense of events becomes a necessary task for those allocating the funds
of a state as much as the common person.
Mythical space emerges when the political comes to the fore, that is when that hegemonic
discourse which constructs the social is dislocated, presenting an opportunity for new myths to be
articulated in order to reorganise the social. A successful myth may, in turn, become sedimented as
the imaginary for a new hegemonic discourse thus determining what society means anew (Laclau,
1990). Social imaginaries are myths turned hegemonic. They are those privileged signifiers which
provide structure to discursive constructions of the social (Howarth & Stavrakakis, 2000; Jørgensen
& Phillips, 2002; Laclau, 1990). The social imaginary is a type of empty signifier with the capacity
to represent the demands of many, often contradictory social groups. The following quote by Laclau
offers a concrete political example of this
In a situation of radical disorder "order" is present as that which is absent [but desired; it
has, in other words, an an objet petit a quality]; it becomes an empty signifier, as the
signifier of absence. In this sense, various political forces can compete in their efforts to
present their particular objectives as those which carry out the filling of that lack. To
hegemonize something is exactly to carry out this filling function. (Laclau, 2007, p. 44)
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To achieve a certain political objective one might choose to homogenise or fragment the
social to a greater or lesser degree depending on one’s objectives, as Norval (1996) demonstrated in
her investigation into the discourse of South-African apartheid which functioned by fragmenting the
social into numerous exclusionary group identities based on different racial categories. At one
polarity, we observe discourses which seek the complete simplification of the social into two
opposing groups, an us and a them, otherwise known as a populist discourse (Laclau, 2005). For
Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2001), this is achieved is through logics of equivalence where multiple
subject positions are constructed in such a way that they are subsumed under a common signifier
representing a shared identity and are thus viewed as equivalent.
The opposite pole is constituted by the total diffusion of the social into innumerable subject
positions; in this instance a logic of difference predominates. Chains of equivalence are broken by
emphasising the particular over the universal and thus different identities become possible. The
social is constructed as a fractured space composed of many different groups with competing
interests. The question pertinent to the analysis of budget speeches is under what circumstance does
a particular logic take precedence, and for what purpose?
4.6 Conclusion
This chapter has presented an overview of the theoretical resources which facilitate this
study, first by situating PSDT within the context of critiques put forward by Volosinov (1930/1973)
and Bakhtin (1981/2008) against the structuralist linguistics advanced by Saussure (1916/2011),
otherwise referred to as abstract objectivism, and its offspring in the form of post-structuralism.
Rather than negating the contributions of PSDT this chapter has attempted to clarify how it is used
in this thesis by delineating between pragmatic and semantic meaning (Lecercle, 2006), proposing
that PSDT offers a series of conceptual tools which are appropriate for the analysis of semantic
meaning.
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The position advanced here is that one cannot hope to understand meaning by reifying
language, one must account for the fact that semantic and pragmatic meaning sit in a dialectical
relationship “where each acts and reacts back upon one another, so that each and every use of a
word or an expression changes, extends or reinforces its meaning and thus alters or confirms the set
of norms which is one of the conditions for its use” (Dentith, 1995, p. 27). PSDT from this
perspective finds itself in this thesis not as a totalising theoretical framework but a more humble,
though no less useful, theory for the analysis of semantic meaning.
The conception of Lacanian subject and its relationship to this study has been briefly
outlined and advocated. This is followed by conceptual clarification with regard to the manner in
which the term ideology is also employed throughout the study, given the well established
polysemic nature of the term (Eagleton, 1991).
Finally, the chapter has provided a summary of how the theory employed offers both
continuity and rupture with the existing canon of PSDT by integrating the post-structural
framework within a dialogical approach. Undoubtedly there are tensions which emerge from
attempting to find common ground between two approaches with distinctly different ontological
assumptions, nevertheless it is hoped that the reader will agree that these theoretical tensions are
constructive rather than regressive, and appropriate to the research of this thesis.
The following chapter addresses the issue of research methods and builds upon the
application of the theoretical resources described in the present chapter. Methods to analyse
moments, nodal points, floating and empty signifiers, identify logics of equivalence and difference
as well as the other theoretical concepts discussed throughout this chapter will be presented in
detail; specifically methods of close reading and corpus linguistic tools such as keyword analysis
and concordancing will be discussed in relation to how they can be employed to empirically
examine the discursive structure of Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015.
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5.1 Introduction
This chapter provides a description and justification of research methods employed in this
study. It commences with an overview of the aims and objectives of the project and proceeds to an
elaboration of the research questions. The chapter then develops the research design in which
underlying epistemological and ontological assumptions are outlined. A discussion of data selection
follows in which justifications for the choice of budget speeches and sampling are presented. This is
followed by a treatment of interpretative methods of close reading and corpus assisted discourse
analysis which are addressed in light of the overarching research objectives. The chapter concludes
by addressing the issue of researcher positionality.
5.2 Aims, Objectives and Research Questions
A small number of studies offer insight into the underlying discourses which legitimate
changes to fiscal behaviour since the 1970s (O’Rourke & Hogan, 2014) even as conventional
accounts focused on underlying economic causes abound (Bacon et al., 1986; Leddin & Walsh,
1998, 2013). This study aims to offer a contribution to filling this gap by diachronically examining
the changing structure of discourses employed in Irish Budget speeches from 1970 to 2015. To
achieve this it seeks to “locate and analyse the mechanisms by which meaning is produced, fixed,
contested and subverted” (Howarth, 2005, p.341) by employing the theoretical concepts of PSDT
previously outlined in Chapter 4. This aim is addressed by posing the following research objectives:
1. Build a corpus of Irish budget speeches spanning from 1970 to 2015.
2. Segment the corpus on the basis of discursive change;
3. Identify and demonstrate “the mechanisms by which meaning is produced, fixed, contested
and subverted” (Howarth, 2005, p.341) within any discourses which emerge.
The study poses three research questions which seek to address the aforementioned aims:
1. What discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015?
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2. How are these discourses structured?
3. How are social imaginaries and subject positions constructed through these discourses?
In order to answer these questions two interpretative methods are discussed; a close reading of the
opening and closing statements found within the texts and a subsequent corpus-assisted discourse
analysis which analyses the entirety of the budget speeches over the 45 year period in question
using keyword and concordance analyses.
5.3 Research Design
5.3.1 Epistemology and Ontology
In the broadest sense the epistemological position adopted by this study is socialconstructionist and post-foundationalist (Marttila, 2015). This is commensurate with both critical
realism (Bhaskar, 1979/1998; Collier, 1994; Marttila, 2015; Scott & Bhaskar, 2015) and PSDT
(Howarth, 2000; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001), both of which insist on
post-foundational and social constructionist approaches to epistemology. The supposed
incommensurability between the approaches emerges in relation to ontology.
Both approaches assume the existence of a reality independent of human knowledge or
experience; this reality is the domain of the referent. In a debate between Bhaskar and Laclau the
former argues that referents are not simply things, but also “include causal laws, [or] the general
structure of causality” (Laclau & Bhaskar, 1998, p. 14). Laclau on the other hand accepts this
premise when first offered a concrete example about global warming, and then appears to contradict
himself by arguing that referents cannot be “causal laws” (Laclau & Bhaskar, 1998, p. 14) when
presented with the same argument in the abstract. Regardless of, or possibly due to, this lack of
ontological clarity advocates of PSDT, prefer to eschew the matter of causality entirely, as causal
mechanisms are viewed incorrectly as the purview of positivist or “empirical theories” (Howarth,
2000, p. 130). Rather, PSDT is “concerned with how, under what conditions, and for what reasons,
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discourses are constructed, contested and change” (Howarth, 2000, p. 131) as such a hermeneutic
conception of empirical research is advocated.
For PSDT “questions of truth and falsity are not determined by a theory-independent world
of objects, but are relative to the standards set down by particular systems of knowledge” (Howarth,
2000, p. 133). This method of conducting scientific enquiry is commensurate with a critical realist
approach which differentiates between transitive and intransitive objects of science (Collier, 1994;
Danermark, 2005); unfortunately the post-structuralist position leaves something to be desired as it
provides no criterion on which one might distinguish better or worse truth-claims, rather the basis
for judging between competing theories is necessarily the output of subjective assessments within a
research paradigm. Howarth (2000, p. 130) argues that “the ultimate criterion for judging the
adequacy of the discourse approach as a whole is pragmatic; it can be evaluated by the degree to
which it makes possible new and meaningful interpretations of the social and political phenomena it
investigates”.
The epistemic relativism of PSDT is correct in the author’s view, but the implicit
“judgemental relativism” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p. 63) which is assumed poses a problem. The lack
of clear criteria to epistemologically privilege one discourse over another seems problematic. Not
only can one epistemologically discriminate between discourses, one has a responsibility to do so.
Neither novelty nor meaningfulness seem to be e particularly useful grounds for assessing the value
of a given discourse, though they are necessary prerequisites for attaining a level of “hermeneutic
adequacy” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p. 65). Such hermeneutic contributions clearly offer a new and
valuable contribution to knowledge, but whether or not they offer a better contribution is a matter
further discussed in Section 5.6.
This study sits in a state of productive tension between a dialogical framework which
acknowledges the problems of abstract objectivism inherent to post-structuralism, an ontological

92

Chapter 5: Methodology
and epistemological framework consistent with that of critical realism (Archer & Bhaskar, 1998;
Bhaskar, 1979/1998, 1975/2008, 2012; Collier, 1994) and PSDT.
5.4 Data Selection
5.4.1 Budget Speeches
In agreement with Couture and Imbeau (2009) it is taken that budget speeches are key
strategic documents for constructing the reality of the State’s financial situation. Budget speeches
are important events for parliamentary regimes, acting as a point of crystallisation for assessment
and legitimisation of past and promised performance for the state (Couture & Imbeau, 2009;
Thompson, 2015). Aptly put by Thompson (2015), a budget speech is
one of the monumental set pieces of the parliamentary year … [having] a long history that
allows comparative study over an extended period; a study that provides multiple insights
into the economic thinking, financial principles, social mores, policy objectives, political
visions and socio-psychological assumptions concerning human behaviour which informed
and shaped the speeches which Chancellors of all political persuasions delivered (p. 2)
In light of the above, a budget statement is a key strategic text in which the production and
reproduction of the state is planned, contested and justified on an annual basis. The practice of
conferring a budget speech to parliament and the various articulations within the speech in turn
constrain the practices of articulation for social subjects, not only of the speech-giver but also for
the subjects articulated within the speech in a far-reaching manner. By examining the budget speech
as discourse we can analyse how a key ideological ground is contested by those who have the
power to determine the material direction of how fiscal policy is developed.
The analysis of budget speeches is not frequent in discourse analytical literature though
there are a small number of examples such as an investigation into the construction of economic
competence in Malaysian federal budget speeches (Rajandran, 2019) and Fairclough’s (2016) use of
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excerpts from a UK budget speech to analyse the discursive construction of austerity. Other nondiscursive analyses may contrast outcomes with speeches (Couture & Imbeau, 2009) or examine
potential causal links between markets and budget speeches (Thomas & Shah, 2002).
The budget speech was chosen over other secondary data sources related to budget
speeches; the reasons for this were twofold. First, the budget speech is primary data derived from an
institutional practice and secondly, by using transcripts of budget speeches the data is constructed
from a consecutive series of statements where there is a focus on “those linguistic performances
where subjects are conceded, or assume, the authority to make serious truth claims because of their
expertise, institutional location and mode of discourse” (Griggs & Howarth, 2017, p. 4). The budget
speech meets both criteria insofar as it is a source of direct, primary data of an institution common
to many Westminster model democracies as well as a regular speech act where serious truth claims
are made by institutional actors employing distinct modes of discourse.
Finally, a crucial benefit of selecting budget speeches over other data sources is that it helps
to ameliorate the issue of selective sampling when building a corpus. Baker (2006) observes that
text selection can pose a problem for research when the selection of texts unwittingly reflects the
implicit expectations of the researcher. Corpus construction with a focus on texts exhibiting a
homogeneous speaker position can also help by increasing the likelihood of discovering discursive
structures and patterns which run contrary to implicit expectations (Glasze, 2007a).
5.4.2 Sample Size
Determining the appropriate scale of a corpus is a matter for careful consideration (Baker,
2006). For a corpus-assisted discourse analysis it is suggested that the purpose of the corpus will
inform the scale required for analysis (Baker, 2006). In other corpus-driven areas of research it may
be argued that corpora which are built for the analysis of comparative work should consist of not
less than a million words (Leech, 2003) but 100,000 words is an acceptable size for those corpora
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which seek to investigate discourse prosody (Kennedy, 2014). Given that this project is concerned
with the latter the scale of the corpus exceeds this base level more than fivefold given the total size
of the corpus is 563,284 words.
Whilst word count may help to justify the sample size, it does not help to select an
appropriate justification for deciding a time-frame for analysis. On this point the range from 1970 to
2015 was chosen as it is hypothesised that at least one significant event has occurred in the realm of
fiscal policy during this period of time. The event in question is the establishment of neoliberalism
as a hegemonic discourse. Whilst it is acknowledged that there were signs of neoliberal thought
permeating certain limited policy areas in the late 1960s and early 1970s (Mercille & Murphy,
2015), the spread of neoliberal hegemony and its ascent to the position of orthodoxy only emerged
towards the end of the latter decade (Duménil & Lévy, 2004; Hall & Lamont, 2013; Harvey, 2005).
A point should be made explicit at this time, an a priori claim that discourses within Irish budget
speeches are structured around the emergence of neoliberalism is not being made; determining the
structure remains a matter for the empirical analysis which follows.
The point of invoking neoliberalism in delineating the boundaries for this study is to draw
on extant research to justify a period of time for a diachronic analysis, a period of time where one
might reasonably expect to observe some change in the discursive construction of the research
object.
5.4.3 Data Collection
The use of parliamentary records in discourse analysis is not a new concept (Potter, 1996),
though their use in social research as a whole is arguably underutilised in favour of a focus on
public opinion (Ihalainen & Palonen, 2009). Parliamentary speeches are important objects of
analysis due to the fact that they do not simply present the reality of a given situation (Ihalainen &
Palonen, 2009), rather they are practices through which given discourses are reproduced and
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contested. The collection of budget speeches for this study was achieved through online access to
parliamentary records using the Dáil Éireann debates published at https://www.oireachtas.ie/. The
data was copied into individual plain text files titled by year to construct a corpus of budget
speeches suitable for analysis by the Corpus Linguistic toolkit AntConc (Anthony, 2014).
Given that the focus of the research is solely concerned with the presentation of the budget
speech, rather than parliamentary debate, it is necessary to clean the initial data before adding it to
the corpus. This is achieved on a text-by-text basis where in-text annotation particular to the
parliamentary record in question is removed in bulk through regular expression (REGEX) queries.
For example, removing paragraph references in Irish parliamentary records is achieved through a
find and replace string, where the find string is given by the REGEX: \([0-9][0-9][0-9][0-9]\). Any
advanced text-editing software which supports REGEX can be used, but in this instance GNU
Emacs (Stallman, 1981) was employed.
Additionally, interjections made by parliamentarians during the speech are also removed
manually. While there was initial consideration regarding the inclusion of such interjections, the
decision to remove them was made on the grounds that the research is focused on the clear
boundaries of the speech as a speech to parliament, not as an act of dialogue with parliament. That
is not to imply that it would be fruitless to examine the rule-breaking interjections made by
parliamentarians during important speeches, merely that by engaging in such an analysis the scope
of the project extends significantly beyond the boundaries of what has been set out.
5.5 Discourse Analytic Method
After the collection and composition of a corpus of budget speeches has been achieved, the
next step is to interpret this corpus. To this end a number of methods are employed. First, a close
reading of opening and closing statements is conducted to enable a periodisation of the corpus into
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subcorpora. This is followed by the application of tools associated with corpus-linguistics such as
keyword analysis and concordance analysis.
5.5.1 Close Reading of Opening and Closing Statements: Coding
The analysis of opening and closing statements inform the subsequent corpus linguistic
analysis which is enabled by the construction of a corpus comprised of budget speeches collected
from 1970 to 2015. Segmentation of the corpus is determined by a close qualitative analysis of
opening and closing statements which produces a range of periods based on discourses which
emerge from the close reading.
The opening and closing sections of budget speeches were selected for analysis over the
entirety of the budget speeches for this initial stage as it was deemed impractical to subject a corpus
of half a million words to a type of close analytical reading usually applied to short texts. Through
initial exploratory analysis it was determined that the opening and closing statements tend to
represent in condensed form the aims, objectives and often the affective atmosphere of the budget
speech taken as a whole. The opening and closing statements are clear subcorpora within the corpus
of budget speeches and constitute important linguistic performances through which serious truth
claims are made (Griggs & Howarth, 2017).
Analysis of the opening and closing statements was conducted by means of qualitative
coding of the texts. The process of coding for the opening and closing statements occurred in two
cycles (Saldaña, 2012). The first cycle consisted of applying a method of grammatical coding
referred to as simultaneous coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994). This was followed by a second
cycle of axial coding (Boeije, 2010; Glaser & Strauss, 1968/2017; Corbin & Strauss, 1998/2008).
Simultaneous coding was chosen for the first cycle given as it was not assumed that one
might neatly code parts of texts into discrete units on a first pass, especially if certain signifiers
identified are floating and thus change their meaning over time. Simultaneous coding lends itself
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well to this purpose (Saldaña, 2013) as it allows the researcher to apply multiple codes to a single
piece of data such as a sentence or word. This is particularly useful when employing Computer
Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) and simultaneous coding lends itself well
to this end (Saldaña, 2013).
The package RQDA (Huang, 2016) was employed in place of other CAQDAS options in
light of the requirements for coding outlined above, the open-source nature of the software and the
author’s prior experience with using the R language and associated RStudio software and its related
packages. In the initial exploratory stage simultaneous coding was judged to be preferable to other
options as it leaves the question of polysemy or a changes of meaning relatively open during initial
exploration of the opening and closing statements.
Axial coding was chosen for the second cycle of coding as it provides a method for
determining those codes which “are the dominant ones and which are the less important ones ...
[enabling the researcher] to reorganize the data set: synonyms are crossed out, redundant codes are
removed and the best representative codes are selected” (Boeije 2010, p.109). Axial coding
produces higher-level categories by refining codes and abstracting relationships between those
codes produced in the first cycle of coding. This enables inference concerning the presence and
structure of discourses on the basis of the emergence of categories from the corpus.
First and second cycles of coding are carried out until the point of saturation is reached,
defined as that point “when no new information seems to emerge during coding, that is, when no
new properties, dimensions, conditions, actions/interactions, or consequences are seen in the data”
(Corbin & Strauss, 1998/2008, p.136). Upon completion of coding, a segmentation of the corpus is
proposed based on the observable categories which emerge from the analysis. This lays the
foundation for the proceeding stage of corpus-linguistic analysis.
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The categories used throughout the coding process are influenced by PSDT discussed in
Chapter 3. Through a process of refining categories by means of axial coding, floating signifiers are
rendered visible by observation of similar and different associations linked to a common, stable axis
over time. The key signifiers which structure discourses are made apparent, and the changing of
signification over time enables the excavation of boundaries between different discourses rendering
visible the constitutive outside.
The concept of social imaginary is rendered visible through both cycles of coding by
emphasising those speech acts in which the interests of a particular group are presented as universal
interests and subsumed under a given signifier. The concept of social imaginary is also rendered
visible only during moments of dislocation, as such the preceding analysis of discursive boundaries
is crucial to understanding those moments where social imaginaries arise within the text.
Finally, the category of identity also informs the coding of the text. The understanding of
identity employed is relational and discursive in line with PSDT. Group identity formation is in flux
between two poles of particularity and universality. On the one hand we witness the particular
demands of sectional groups pursuing their specific interests, and on the other the general demands
of those who seeks to represent a universal interest. The decision to address one polarity over
another is of interest to the analysis, as well as the decision to focus on invoking the particular over
the universal in different discourses and at different moments in time.
5.5.2 Corpus Assisted Discourse Analysis
Corpus linguistics provides a toolbox of methods suitable for investigating different aspects
of language usage (McEnery & Hardie, 2011). Corpus linguistics is a field which makes use of
software to analyse large quantities of textual data to uncover relational patterns, or in the words of
two of leading scholars in the field, it is “a powerful methodology — a way of using computers to
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assist in the analysis of language so that regularities among many millions of words can be quickly
and accurately identified” (Baker & McEnery, 2015, p. 1).
For this reason, corpus linguistics is suited as a methodological framework for the study of
how discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015, assessing how these
discourses are structured around given nodal points and how group identities and the social are
constructed over this timespan. What follows is a summary of these methods as well as a
contextualisation which outlines how they will be employed in relation to the topic at hand.
Keywords. Keyword analysis as a method draws from the pioneering work of Scott (1997;
Scott & Tribble, 2006) and is “closely related to the notion of ‘aboutness’” (Gabrielatos, 2018, p.
223), “aboutness through time” (Marchi, 2018, p. 182) or “saliency” (Baker, 2006, p. 125). Where
frequency tells the researcher about how often a word or n-gram may be used in a text, keyness and
the words or n-grams which are assessed to be key aim to tell the researcher about what the text is
about. It is this concept of “aboutness through time” which is of particular importance to the study;
by subjecting sections of the corpus to keyword analysis it is expected that the keywords produced
will tell us something about what precisely budget speeches are about over time, and whether or not
this aboutness changes with time.
Keyword analysis is undertaken by comparing two wordlists which count the frequency of
word usage. The first wordlist is generated from the text under analysis and the second, normative
wordlist is developed from a corpus of texts which are selected to offer an example of normative
language usage for the genre of text being analysed (McEnery & Hardie, 2011). The normative
corpus in this instance is taken to be the totality of the corpus against which the subcorpora are
compared. When comparing word frequencies between different sized corpora it is necessary to find
a common unit of measurement to enable meaningful comparison; a common measure employed in
this study is the frequency of occurrence per million words (McEnery & Hardie, 2011).
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To assess the keyness of words within texts a method of determining the statistical
significance of the presence of words in a corpus is required (McEnery & Hardie, 2011). The issue
of normalisation of frequency is necessarily resolved in the calculation of both log-likelihood and
chi-squared tests (Baron et al., 2009). Pojanapunya and Todd (2018) sampled thirty studies which
employed keyness and found that the majority of studies which outlined their keyness metric
employed log-likelihood over chi-squared tests and Anthony (2017), the author of Antconc, offered
the advice that “Log-likelihood is generally considered to provide a better estimate of keyness for
low frequency items” (n.p.). For the purpose of calculating keyness, the log-likelihood test is
employed as it has certain advantages over the chi-squared test, namely that it does not assume a
normal distribution of words which is often inconsistent with common language use (McEnery &
Hardie, 2011; Rayson et al. 2004). Log-likelihood values (G2) in excess of 15.3 indicates a p value
of < 0.0001 and are deemed suitable for analysis.
Using the software Antconc (Anthony, 2014) each word is assigned a log-likelihood
(Dunning, 1993) value expressed by G2, those words with a G2 score in excess of a 15.3 were
filtered for inclusion indicating a p-value of greater than 0.0001. Such words for the purposes of this
study are considered to be keywords. Given the scale of keywords which may exceed this level, a
cut-off of the ten most statistically significant keywords are chosen for analysis.
Concordance analysis. Concordance analysis is an effective qualitative tool for analysing a
search term in a broader context (Baker, 2006; McEnery & Hardie, 2011). The data output of
concordance analyses are concordance lines; lines of text from the corpus in which the context in
which a given word is employed is presented to the analyst. These lines may be sorted and grouped
for the analyst on the basis of words and their numerical location to the left or to the right of the
word under consideration (McEnery & Hardie, 2011), these are referred to in AntConc (Anthony,
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2014) as Key Word in Context (KWIC), not to be confused with keywords which are words
determined by a method of keyness analysis such as that discussed in section 5.5.2 above.
When conducting a concordance analysis of keywords taken as KWICs, a particular
emphasis in this study is placed on semantic preference which describes the way in which certain
lemmas or word-forms co-occur with “a lexical set of semantic categories” (Baker, 2006, p. 86).
Whilst a basic collocate analysis or a simple sorting in a concordance analysis examines the
relationship between words in so far as they co-occur with one another in a text, the concepts of
semantic preference and prosody are important for analysing the meaning of words beyond a
superficial level in a corpus.
Semantic preference demonstrates how a word-form relates to a “set of semantically related
words” (Stubbs, 2001, pp. 65–6). As Baker (2006) demonstrates, the word glass collocates regularly
in the British National Corpus with words such as water, milk, sherry and champagne, all of which
are considered as drinks. Semantic preference demonstrates how in certain contexts there can be a
preference for certain semantically related words to co-occur with the word-form under
investigation. Semantic or discourse prosody is similar to semantic preference insofar as it seeks to
understand how meaning is constructed by situating a word in a broader context, it “links the node
to some expression of attitude or evaluation which may not be a single word, but may be given in
the wider context” (McEnery & Hardie, 2011, p. 138). Where semantic preference tells us about the
tendency of a word to have a certain meaning in a given context, semantic prosody attunes the
researcher to evaluations and affective contexts both of which are impossible to assess by
examining single words through a keyness analysis.
Given the scope of the project a form of concordance analysis was employed based on a
condensed version of Baker’s (2006) “step-by-step guide to concordance analysis” (p.92)
summarised as:
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1. Appropriate search terms for this study are given by prior keyword analysis.
2. A series of concordances related to the search term are produced.
3. AntConc (Anthony, 2014) is used to sort concordances in relation to five words to the left
and right of the search term. The purpose of this is to uncover patterns of language use,
specifically “semantic or discourse patterns” (Baker, 2006, p. 92).
4. Once patterns have been determined the individual concordances are examined more
thoroughly in their respective contexts.
5. On exhaustion of obvious patterns emerging after sorting the remainder of the concordance
lines are closely examined “looking for similarities or patterns in terms of meaning or
discourse” (Baker, 2006, p. 92).
Certain steps such as the noting of “rare or non-existent cases of discourses” (Baker, 2006, p. 92)
based on intuition, or attempting to form hypotheses about the formation of patterns were omitted as
they do not support the research objectives of this project.
5.6 Positionality and Ethical Considerations
Researcher positionality and ethics are intertwined in qualitative research. Disclosure of
researcher values is often seen as a key aspect in mitigating interferences or rendering visible
implicit biases which are introduced in the research process. A criticism of CDA, and thus discourse
analysis more broadly, in relation to the issue of positionality is raised by Tyrwhitt-Drake (1999, p.
1081) who claims that it
is in danger of undermining its claim to disciplinary status by taking a cavalier approach to
the data, by adopting some of the practices it identifies as being manipulative, and by
attempting to establish its own hegemony. Above all, its major moralizing element betrays
an interest not so much in finding the truth as in proclaiming it.
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Here we witness an important critique which touches on two separate issues. First relates to
the conventional assumption posited by Moore (1903/1993) that the movement from value
statements to facts and facts to value statements is an impossibility with the obvious consequences
that this entails for social scientific research. This insupportable idea has underpinned much of 20th
Century analytical research; it should be acknowledged that one simply cannot ignore that a
researcher’s values determine to a greater or lesser extent the selection of the research problem, the
conclusions and even the very standards of the enquiry itself (Bhaskar, 1979/1998). Tyrwhitt-Drake
(1999) above assumes, in a naive positivist manner, that social-scientific research not only can, but
should be a value-free endeavour.
Second, Tyrwhitt-Drake (1999, p. 1082) makes a criticism that CDA “is essentially flawed,
based as it is on partial description and political commitment rather than on rigorous analysis and
open-minded enquiry” once again openly reintroducing the positivist idea that a researcher can
abstract themselves from their political values and simply act as a neutral instrument in the
uncovering of truth. Nevertheless, an important point is raised even if we reject the naive positivism
of Tyrwhitt-Drake. Failing to “specify any criterion for choosing between theories” (Bhaskar,
1979/1998, p. 67) leaves one open to the obvious critique presented above, that one is an ideologue
rather than a researcher looking to examine social phenomena.
One can meet this challenge by first rising to the problem of hermeneutic adequacy, then by
demonstrating that the description derived from one’s research offers “maximum explanatory
power” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p. 65) in relation to the existing descriptions of the phenomenon
provided by other theoretical frameworks. In this manner the positionality of the researcher need
not be obscured under the fictitious performance of an unbiased research instrument, instead it can
be acknowledged whilst the work is judged on its own merit according to whether or not it meets
the criteria above.
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The discussion on self-reflexivity below is not presented on the grounds that by
“recognizing that value-neutrality is impossible, all the social scientist needs to do is state his or her
own value assumptions fully and explicitly at the beginning of some piece of work so as to put the
reader … on their guard” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p. 62). In line with Bhaskar (1979/1998) this thesis
takes the position that value statements are erroneously based on the implicit positivist idea that
one’s subject position is a cause of interference in the production of truthful knowledge. At least
three forms of supposed interference are often presented (Bhaskar, 1979/1998), and are addressed in
turn below.
The first is a conscious interference in which the researcher is simply lying about the data
and conclusions that they draw (Bhaskar, 1979/1998). In light of this a value statement is not going
to solve any potential underlying issue of dishonesty. The second form of potential interference is a
form of semi-conscious type of interference introduced by unbridled optimism or a steering of the
research by funding agencies towards a certain conclusion (Bhaskar, 1979/1998). Again, the utility
of a research statement in preventing this type of behaviour is questionable at best as ultimately one
is concerned with whether or not the research produces an adequate theoretical description of a
phenomenon with the most explanatory power; this incorrectly points to the idea that one should
privilege the integrity of research which is conducted without external funding. Poor research and
hopeful thinking is not the sole purview of funded projects. Finally, the issue of unconscious
interference is raised.
The production of a value statement on potential sources of unconscious interference is a
solution which “begs the question” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p. 62) as it either presupposes the paradox
that the unconscious is consciously accessible in which case “a statement of value assumptions is
unnecessary, because objectivity is now possible” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p. 62) or the researcher
simply cannot be conscious of the unconscious modes of interference in which case “then any
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statement of his or her (professed) value assumptions will be worthless” (Bhaskar, 1979/1998, p.
62).
Whilst a significant discussion of the author’s positionality has been introduced in Chapter 4
in relation to theoretical commitments, a further discussion of positionality is provided over the
following paragraphs to inform the reader about the motivations and potential influences on the
author; though this is not conducted under the pretence that by outlining them one can hope to
arrive at a position of value-free research. James and Vinnicombe (2002) outline a number of points
for a researcher to address when attempting to engage in self-reflexivity. These include addressing
why they are undertaking the research in question; assessing what their personal and political
rationale for the research is; disclosing any personal experiences which may be related to the
research topic; outlining any potential interests of a sponsoring organisation and assessing whether
any of the preceding have “influenced the framing of the research question and the context in which
the research is carried out” (James & Vinnicombe, 2002, p. 97).
Addressing each of these points in turn, this project was proposed and developed as the
author wished to better understand the manner in which fiscal reality was constructed over an
extended period of time in Ireland. The author has a particular interest in this matter since the
economic crisis of 2008, a crisis which caused a large amount of economic and social damage
across much of the West (Cribb & Johnson, 2018). In some ways the Great Recession was a
personal encounter with the Real (Biglieri & Perelló, 2011), for the author, an encounter which
seemed as though it might lead to a ‘political’ moment Laclau’s (1990) sense of the term, but one
which never came to fruition. The author’s personal and political interest in this project was to
grapple with, in an Irish context, understanding how discourses in Irish budget speeches are
structured; this is to provide a picture of the way in which certain discourses came to be hegemonic
and assess the weak links in the chain of signification which enable them to continue functioning.
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Neither funding from TU Dublin’s Fiosraigh Post-Graduate Scholarship nor the Irish Research
Council’s Postgraduate Scholarship attached any relevant conditions to funding nor was the
proposal formulated by either institution, though of course was subject to their approval.
5.7 Conclusion
The methods outlined over the course of this chapter address the aim of this research project,
to diachronically examine the changing structure of discourses employed in Irish Budget speeches
from 1970 to 2015. By building a corpus of budget speeches it is possible to subject the opening
and closing statements within these speeches to a close reading which in turn provides a rationale
for segmenting the corpus along potential discursive changes. This segmentation subsequently
enables the application of keyword and concordance analyses to the entirety of the 563,284 corpus
in order to address the research questions of:
1. What discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015?
2. How are these discourses structured?
3. How are social imaginaries and subject positions constructed through these discourses?
The following chapter addresses the first stage of the analysis outlined here, namely the close
reading of opening and closing statements.
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Speeches 1970-2015: Periodisation and Key Signifiers
6.1 Introduction
This chapter analyses opening and closing statements of Irish budget speeches delivered to
Dáil Éireann, the Irish lower house of the parliament, from 1970 to 2015 to address the question of
how budgetary discourse is constructed over this 45 year period. Key theoretical concepts of poststructural discourse outlined in Chapter 4 are combined with a method of close reading outlined in
Chapter 5 to examine how discourses are constructed within the opening and closing statements of
these budget speeches.
For each of the discourses examined the analysis is centred on the construction of three
signifiers: economic progress, employment and fiscal policy derived from a close reading of the
texts which produced these three broad analytical codes. Each of these signifiers are constructed
differently according to the discourses reproduced at a given point in time; as such they are floating
signifiers when considering the 45 year period as a whole. The analysis finds that four periods
emerge based on the relative stability of these signifiers over set periods of time: a period of Leftliberal discourse from 1970-1977; a period where this left-liberal discourse suffers a dislocation and
breaks down from 1978-1982; a period of soft-neoliberalism from 1983-2008 and a period of
neoliberal austerity from 2009-2015.
The structure of the chapter therefore follows each of these periods in turn, analysing the
manner in which the aforementioned signifiers are constructed in order to assess the changes across
these different discourses. The conclusion provides an overview of the analysis and synthesises
broad change in discursive structure across the different periods in Table 6.1. This chapter, in
conjunction with Chapter 7, provides the empirical grounds for the periodisation used for the corpus
linguistic analysis in Chapter 8 whilst also providing empirical analysis of an important subset of
the total corpus. We start with an analysis of the discourse employed from 1970 to 1977, leftliberalism.
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6.2 Left-liberalism (1970-1977)
The left-liberal discourse which orders the opening and closing statements of budget
speeches from 1970 to 1977 is evidenced by the manner in which economic progress, employment
and fiscal policy are constructed. Economic progress is constructed as dependent on active fiscal
policy, the main threat to which is inflation. As with other periods, the stated policy aim is to
increase employment though the primary concern from 1970-1977 is inflationary pressure from
wage increases. Finally, fiscal policy is constructed as a tool for achieving social justice through
both public investment and the construction of fair taxes, fairness in this context relates to
increasing taxes on those who have the ability to pay more.
6.2.1 Economic Progress: Active Fiscal Policy and Inflation
Economic progress is constructed within the left-liberal budgetary discourse in the context
of pursuing economic growth through active fiscal policy; the logic of which is that increased
public expenditure produces the positive effect of stimulating economic growth. This construction
of economic growth as active fiscal policy can be seen clearly in the quotes below where a direct
causal relationship between increased expenditure and economic growth are articulated.
The additional spending power of almost £35 million released through this budget will raise
the national growth rate by about 1¾ per cent between mid-1972 and mid-1973. This is over
and above the contribution to growth and employment made by the increase of £30 million
in the public capital programme.1
Leaving aside the niceties of academic debate, it is the overall impact of the budget that
matters: in other words, the total effect of the increases in current and capital expenditure,
after account is taken of the offsetting influence of increased taxation. The overall effect of

1 Colley, G. (1972, April 19). Budget, 1972. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1972-04-19/19
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this budget will be to stimulate economic activity and to raise the growth rate to 2 per cent
and more as compared with the pre-budget forecast of less than 1 per cent.2”
The primary threat to economic growth is constructed in the context of inflation within the
left-liberal budgetary discourse. A border of exteriority is thus constructed between ‘good’ active
fiscal policy which promotes economic progress whilst managing inflation, and ‘bad’ active fiscal
policy which exacerbates inflation. Inflation is presented as a consistent problem throughout the
period, and even as the primary contradiction which must be resolved by the budget as the quotes
below demonstrate:
I have now completed the budgetary presentation for 1971. Its main purpose is to retard the
rate of inflation which has depressed the economy in recent years. I do not think that the
general public, the worker, the man in the street, even the business man, fully appreciates the
horror of unchecked inflation.3
The immediate aims must be the conquering of inflation, increases in production of both
industrial goods and agricultural products at competitive prices and accompanying the
fulfillment of those aims by substantial reductions in unemployment.4
It is not until 1978 that the stability of these articulations between economic growth and active
fiscal become weakened, even as inflationary concerns remain.
Balance of payments deficits play a significant role in the left liberal budgetary discourse
but inflationary concerns are also articulated in conjunction with these concerns, even if no direct
causal link is inferred. This emerges as a particular concern in the years after the first oil crisis in
1973 as demonstrated in the following quote “In common with other oil importing countries our

2
3
4

Ryan, R. (1976, January 28). Budget, 1976. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1976-01-28/32
Colley, G. (1971, April 28). Budget, 1971. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1971-04-28/37
Ryan, R. (1976, January 28). Budget, 1976. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1976-01-28/32
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balance of payments deficit for the year and our rate of inflation are at unprecedentedly high
levels”.5
Taken as a whole, economic progress is constructed as a balancing act between maintaining
economic growth through active fiscal policy and managing inflationary pressures. Public
expenditure, funded by debt, is constructed as a beneficial and is even lauded as an appropriate
strategy. This stands in stark contrast to the way in which economic progress is constructed in the
periods which follow.
6.2.2 Employment: Increasing Employment
Employment within the left-liberal budgetary discourse is constructed in the context of
increasing employment with a particular focus on state-led actions. This is explicitly stated as
employment is considered an objective which can be achieved in no small part due to “increased
public expenditure, current and capital, and through the running of a high budget deficit.”6 Towards
the end of the period we witness the first indications of a change towards the use of private sector
incentives though the state still plays a direct and central role in addressing the issue of increasing
employment. This is particularly apparent in the following statement that “there are incentives also
to provide thousands of extra jobs this year on works financed by the Exchequer and, of course,
special incentives to employers to engage school leavers7”.
National pay agreements are constructed within the opening and closing statements of
budget speeches as a means to both increase employment and reduce inflationary pressures, though
it can be argued that “centralised bargaining was not about full employment, inflation, growth and
the balance of payments. It was a mechanism whereby employers and Trade Unions agreed on rates
of pay at levels which ensured the absence of immediate industrial disputes” (Durkan, 1992, p.
5
6
7

Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
Ryan, R. (1977, January 26). Budget, 1977. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1977-01-26/44
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353). National pay agreements did not function as an explicit policy on incomes, instead successive
governments throughout this period attempted “to influence the outcome of wage negotiations
through exhortation” (Durkan, 1992, p. 354). Both of these features, the idea that pay agreements
will bring beneficial changes to employment and inflation as well as the emphasis on voluntarism,
can be clearly observed in the following excerpt by finance minister Colley who states in 1971:
I have stressed the importance of maintaining the terms of the National Pay Agreement
because I believe that it contains the greatest promise, not only for 1971 but for the
following years, if the spirit of co-operation and voluntary restraint underlying it can be
prolonged and extended. It could form the foundation of a better structure of industrial
relations, help us on the road to full employment and reduce the inflation which continues to
hamper the economy and inflict hardship on many sections of our people.8
Though not directly favouring the interests of labour over capital, the national pay
agreement framework institutionally benefited the interests of organised labour in a way that is
unseen in the periods which follow. It achieved this by providing guaranteed universal increases in
rates of pay at a national level without hindering the ability of workers to engage in collective
bargaining at a local level. Employment is thus constructed as an issue which must be collectively
dealt with by finding a voluntary accommodation between employers and employees which does
not exacerbate inflationary pressure and permits freedom of action for organised labour to bargain
outside of the national agreement.
6.2.3 Fiscal Policy and Fairness: Public Investment, Social Justice and Fair Taxes
As discussed in 6.2.1, the left-liberal budgetary discourse adopts an active fiscal policy
which assumes that economic growth is, in part, a function of public expenditure. Unlike future
periods where a stark distinction is drawn between beneficial capital expenditure and an
8

Colley, G. (1971, April 28). Budget, 1971. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1971-04-28/37
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ambivalence and conditional approach to current expenditure, current expenditure is constructed
within the left-liberal budgetary discourse as both economically and socially beneficial. This is
particularly evident in the construction of social welfare benefits as evidenced in the statement
below:
Sizeable increases in social welfare benefits, the provision of income tax reliefs and the
measures designed to benefit industry and agriculture will confer a twofold benefit. Firstly,
they will provide a moderate increase in domestic consumer demand without stimulating
inflation and, secondly, they will underpin the basis for the national partnership which is
essential to the welfare of everybody in the community.9
Unlike the ensuing neoliberal discourses which construct limits on current expenditure in the
context of unsustainable debt and maintaining current balanced current budgets, the objection to
increasing social welfare payments beyond a given threshold is firmly based in the logic of active
fiscal policy, that too much expenditure may lead to inflationary pressure. This phenomenon is
demonstrated in the following excerpt from finance minister Ryan in 1975:
Self-seeking sectional action at this stage will not only not profit those concerned but will
jeopardise the future prosperity of the entire community. In particular it is of vital
importance that the rise in the consumer price index resulting from today's tax measures on
non-essentials should not be used as a basis for demands for further income increases.10
Social welfare expenditure within the left-liberal budgetary discourse is not seen as a
contingent benefit, but as a necessary aspect of living in a socially just state. In the case of Budget
1974 access to social welfare is broadened and the issue of compassion is raised, which stands in
stark contrast to the neoliberal periods which follow:

9 Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
10 Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
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This year, as last year, a worthwhile improvement in real terms is being made in the value of
social welfare benefits. Further, today's budget continues the work—commenced last year
—of extending the scope of the social welfare services themselves, of easing means tests
and lowering qualifying ages. In sum, it aims at making the social welfare services more
compassionate in their operation.11
The construction of fairness in the context of fiscal policy is a consistent signifier across
each of the periods, each discourse offering a different interpretation of what constitutes a fair
distribution of public expenditure and taxation. In the context of the left-liberal budgetary discourse
fairness arises both in the aforementioned context of providing access to social welfare services but
also in the context of taxes. Fairness in this context is constructed as increasing taxes for those who
can pay, namely wealthy farmers as seen in the following quotation by finance minister Ryan in
1974:
The third main aim of today's budgetary measures is greater equity in the sharing of the tax
burden in the community. It is the Government's aim to reshape fundamentally the entire
code with this object in view. Today's budget provides in particular for the reform of income
taxation and the long overdue easing of the tax burden by widening the base to include the
wealthiest farmers, simplifying the structure and providing for major reliefs.12
6.2.4 Summarising the Structure of Opening and Closing Statements (1970-1977)
The nodal point of left-liberalism orders the discourse from 1970-1977. This is marked by
the way in which signifiers pertaining to economic progress, employment, expenditure and taxation
are constructed in a relatively consistent manner. Economic progress is constructed within a
distinctly Keynesian framework of pursuing active fiscal policy to stimulate economic growth; the

11 Ryan, R. (1974, April 3). Budget, 1974. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1974-04-03/26
12 Ryan, R. (1974, April 3). Budget, 1974. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1974-04-03/26
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problem with this policy is constructed consistently in the context of inflationary side-effects as
opposed to the theoretical merits of the policy itself.
Unemployment is constructed as a social and economic concern which the government may
directly address through the formation of public sector jobs as well as private sector incentives.
Problems concerning ongoing employment are largely constructed in the context of national pay
agreements which are expected to produce a climate in which employers and trade unions
voluntarily commit to keeping inflationary pressure from wage increases to a minimal level.
Expenditure is typified by the construction of social welfare benefits which are seen as
economically beneficial; the main reason for not raising them beyond a given threshold is once
again inflationary concerns, in line with the commitment to active fiscal policy dominant over this
period. Fairness is intimately tied to the provision of social services and increasing taxation on those
who are more capable of paying.
The primary structural antagonism for the left-liberal budgetary discourse is the antagonism
between a beneficial active fiscal policy which promotes economic growth on the back of debt
financed public expenditure, and harmful active fiscal policy which overheats the economy and
creates inflationary pressure which undermines economic growth. We turn now to this new period
in which the left-liberal budgetary discourse breaks down, contends with and is ultimately
supplanted by a neoliberal alternative in the face of high levels of government debt, inflation and
unsustainable economic growth.
6.3 The Breakdown of Left-Liberalism (1978-1982)
The breakdown left-liberal discourse which is observable in the opening and closing
statements of budget speeches from 1978-1982 is demonstrated by the manner in which economic
progress, employment and fiscal policy are constructed and deconstructed through competing
discourses over a relatively short period of time. No consensus on how to achieve economic
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progress is apparent; left-liberal and neoliberal discourses are employed with each offering different
interpretations on how to deal with the predominant issues of debt and inflation. As with other
periods, the stated policy aim is to increase employment though there is a significant departure from
the state playing a direct role and a distinct shift towards the private sector being the solution.
Finally fiscal policy is increasingly constructed in the context of prudence whilst fairness moves
from being constructed in the context of social progress towards protection of the vulnerable.
6.3.1 Economic Progress: Debt, Inflation, Recovery and the Last Throes of Active Fiscal Policy
A lack of consensus over how to best achieve economic progress defines this period from
1978-1982. An increasingly compromised left-liberal budgetary discourse and a new neoliberal
discourse compete to articulate solutions to issues of growing debt, inflation and economic
recovery. The sustainability of national debt emerges as a key theme with general agreement on the
need to reduce borrowing over the period. The main terrain in which this struggle takes place is
through an attempt to define the boundaries of what constitutes a suitable current budget deficit. On
the one hand the argument is presented from within the left-liberal budgetary discourse that, though
gradual reductions are required, a sudden reduction in borrowing would exacerbate social and
economic problems during a recession as seen in the quote below:
On the general issue, borrowing may be high but there is no question of Government
complacency about it. Exchequer borrowing will, as a result of this budget, be reduced from
last year's figure of 14½ per cent of GNP to 13 per cent this year. This represents substantial
progress. It might be argued that, ideally, the reduction in the current deficit — and
consequently in the borrowing requirement — should be greater. However, harsh measures
could cause severe hardship and unemployment at any time, but particularly at this time of
world recession.13
13 FitzGerald, G. (1981, January 28). Budget, 1981. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0128/29
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On the other hand the emergent neoliberal discourse presents a harder line on the accumulation of
national debt, presenting it as a threat to future economic security:
This budget is designed to face reality. In the last ten years we have multiplied our national
debt by eight. Policies or expectations based on continuing that rate of increase are just not
viable. This budget will not reduce the debt but it will prevent it reaching the enormous
proportions it would otherwise have attained next year and will improve the way borrowed
money is used. It is a start towards building a genuinely secure economic future on the solid
foundation of a solvent Exchequer.14
Debt is thus a floating signifier where competing constructions are indicative of the
dislocation which occurs in the left-liberal budgetary discourse. As the left-liberal budgetary
discourse loses the ability to articulate how debt can be used to fuel economic progress, the burden
of responsibility for economic growth is divested from the multiplier effect of public expenditure
and positioned towards the voluntary will of the private sector. This is a phenomenon in which there
is an attempt to “suture” (Laclau & Mouffe, p.48) the lack of meaning within the left-liberal
budgetary discourse by re-articulating an important signifier, displacing its prior meaning in an
attempt to keep the discourse intact. The following quotation delivered by finance minister Colley
in 1978 demonstrates this point clearly:
The opportunities being offered through today's budget must be grasped now. The temporary
increase in the Exchequer borrowing requirement for 1978 will be justified fully if the
challenge is taken up by workers and employers alike. If it is not it will not be possible to
repeat the prescription. A repetition of public borrowing of this year's proportions is
unacceptable to the Government … For this a dynamic private sector contribution to the
process of development is essential. We have a mixed economy and both the private and
14 Bruton, J. (1981, July 21). Budget, 1981, July. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0721/25
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public sectors have contributions to make to its development. We expect that the initiatives
in the budget will receive a positive and energetic response from the private sector. Our
basic purpose is the creation of a dynamic economy which will enable us to achieve our
national and social objectives.15
This demonstrates a significant weakening of active fiscal policy and is clear attempt to suture the
dislocation opened by the emergence of unsustainable debt from within a left-liberal budgetary
discourse. Ultimately, as will be shown in the next section, this attempt to suture the dislocation
fails and a neoliberal discourse emerges as the replacement to the left-liberal budgetary discourse.
Another floating signifier which becomes apparent in the context of economic progress is
inflation. Inflation continues to be constructed as a barrier to economic progress, though the leftliberal and emergent neoliberal discourses construct the best way to combat inflation differently.
The left-liberal budgetary discourse continues to frame inflation in the context of active fiscal
policy, where the primary issue is balancing the potential for growth against the risk of inflationary
side-effects as seen in the following quote:
Specifically, we are running a calculated risk in the fight against inflation by adopting
certain expenditure decisions, for example in regard to subsidies. The same risk attaches
to our decision to use a moderate increase in indirect taxes to facilitate income
redistribution and to protect the interests of the weaker sections of the community, the
unemployed and the lower paid.16
On the other hand the emergent neoliberal discourse focuses on attaining a balanced budget and
moderating incomes, as evidenced in 1981 with the statement by finance minister Bruton that:

15 Colley, G. (1978, February 1). Budget, 1978. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1978-0201/27
16 Colley, G. (1979, February 7). Budget, 1979. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1979-0207/27
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It is only from economic strength that Ireland can provide and protect jobs. It is firm and
predictable management of the national finances that provides the essential anchor for the
moderate incomes policy which we must have to reduce inflation. Reduced inflation is the
sure basis for increased agricultural and industrial production.17
The coherency of the left liberal discourse to articulate a solution to inflation is predicated on the
gains of economic growth outpacing the deleterious effects of inflation. As time passes, there is a
recognition even within the left-liberal budgetary discourse that this position is no longer
sustainable due to the growing debt burden analysed in the preceding paragraphs.
Economic progress is constructed in different ways across each of the competing discourses
as shown above. The left-liberal budgetary discourse can be summarised as a continued
commitment to economic growth through active fiscal policy which will “create more confidence in
this country, both at home and abroad, and it will provide a strong impetus for greater and more
stable economic progress.”18 In the case of the emergent neoliberal discourse, the “stated aim is to
end borrowing for day-to-day purposes”19 without destabilising the economy. Ultimately the leftliberal budgetary discourse loses its position as the hegemonic discourse and is supplanted by the
emergent neoliberal discourse as can be seen in section 6.4 where it crystallises into a unique form
of neoliberal discourse, soft-neoliberal discourse.
6.3.2 Employment: Productive Investment, Inflation, Competitiveness and the Private Sector
The construction of employment between 1978 to 1982 is also unstable; the left-liberal
budgetary discourse weakens in the context of the role of the state vis a vis employment and a
neoliberal discourse attempts to articulate efficiency as the solution to employment issues. In the
17 Bruton, J. (1981, July 21). Budget, 1981, July. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0721/25
18 MacSharry, R. (1982, March 25). Budget, 1982, March. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1982-03-25/31
19 Bruton, J. (1981, July 21). Budget, 1981, July. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0721/25
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preceding period from 1970 to 1977 employment was constructed through a left liberal discourse
which advocates a role for the state to provide jobs through public expenditure. As this period of
discursive breakdown unfolds the ground on which this former course of action was legitimised,
active fiscal policy, is eroded. As the ability to increase employment through public expenditure is
diminished we first observe a naive attempt to berate capitalists to reinvest profits into productive
capital under circumstances of economic volatility for the purpose of addressing unemployment:
It is only right that profits should recover from the set-back experienced during the
recession. But the community can justifiably expect that increased profits will be used in
productive investment and job-creation. Socially irresponsible waste and conspicuous
consumption have no part in our economic strategy, any more than unproductive
speculation.20
The left-liberal budgetary discourse resorts to moral appeals which ultimately fail. This results in
emphasis being placed on supporting the private sector to act as the engine required to provide
employment as the following statement by O’Kennedy demonstrates:
The necessary restraint in public expenditure will not, of course, allow the Government to
continue to take the lead, through the public sector, in job creation, as we did over the past
two-and-a-half years. We are at the same time acutely aware of the need to do everything
possible to maintain and increase employment. This is seen in our decision to increase the
State's investment in industrial promotion by £30 million this year.21
The left-liberal budgetary discourse degenerates gradually from an initial position of certainty about
active fiscal policy providing the foundation for fixing unemployment, this is followed by moral
appeals for capitalists to act in the public interest and finally capitulation to private capital. This
20 Colley, G. (1978, February 1). Budget, 1978. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1978-0201/27
21 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
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slippage constitutes an inability to suture the dislocation in the left-liberal budgetary discourse
caused by the underlying reality of growing, unsustainable government debt.
As with the preceding period inflation continues to be a concern in the context of
employment. A lack of competitiveness due to a failure for labour to moderate wages is constructed
as a factor which contributes to unemployment within the unstable left-liberal budgetary discourse.
The following quotation from 1980 by finance minister O’Kennedy demonstrates:
The need for moderation in income developments remains paramount. I have already made
the point that, as a community, it is not a realistic option for us to compensate ourselves for
the rising cost of oil imports. Equally self-destructive in terms of competitiveness, and
therefore of employment and living standards, would be any attempt to use as a basis for
income increases the indirect tax measures announced by me today.22
Within the emerging neoliberal discourse the issue of combatting inflation, evoked through the
context of competitiveness, is elevated as the solution to unemployment. Finance minister Bruton
makes an excellent case for this in 1982 by arguing that he is:
convinced that the only way to meet this challenge is to change our economy to make it
more efficient, so that we can beat our competitors on the export markets of the world.
Unless we can export more than we are importing, we will not have the jobs we need. In the
end it is not the Government that provide jobs, it is the consumers who buy what Irish
workers produce. Consumers of Irish goods, abroad as much as at home, are the guarantee
of jobs in this country. We will not sell our goods if the price is wrong, or the quality
inferior.23

22 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
23 Bruton, J. (1982, January 27). Budget, 1982. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1982-0127/22
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The state’s role in providing employment is negated and employment is constructed as an
epiphenomenon of the private sector’s success at resolving the balance of payments deficit, a
success which can only be arrived at if efficiency is improved. With both discourses we therefore
arrive at the same place, a rejection of the role of the state to directly fix unemployment through
hiring public sector workers. In the case of the degenerating left-liberal budgetary discourse the
process is protracted and reluctant whereas with the neoliberal discourse the process is direct and
unapologetic.
6.3.3 Fiscal Policy and Fairness: Tax Reduction, Social Justice and Prudence
As the left-liberal budgetary discourse suffers a dislocation we can observe that there is a
change on the expenditure side of fiscal policy as well as a change to the way in which fairness is
constructed in the overall context of fiscal policy. This change is seen in the construction of three
main signifiers, the construction of social progress, prudence and taxation.
Social progress is not explicitly constructed as antithetical to economic growth from 19781982; across both left-liberal and neoliberal discourses there is an attempt to construct budgets as
devices to tackle issues of social justice and help the most vulnerable members of society. The
following quotations, from typically left-liberal and neoliberal instances of opening and closing
statements of budget speeches respectively, demonstrate this shared commitment to framing budgets
within the context of addressing social concerns by employing the language of social justice and a
need to care for the most vulnerable in society. O’Kennedy offers an example of the left-liberal
construction of social justice during this period of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (19781982):
There are those who may say that more should have been done this year to reduce
Exchequer borrowing. We were not prepared, however, to allow the need for budget
stringency to override the necessity to move towards tax equity and to protect and improve
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the circumstances of the less well-off, whether in employment or dependent on social
welfare.24
Finance minister Bruton, operating within the neoliberal discourse in 1981, is also at pains to
reassure that “our task today is not of course entirely concerned with the problem of correcting
Government finances. I have announced today the first phase of the Government's programme to
develop the economy and to achieve social justice.”25
The construction of social justice in this period from 1978-1982 is different to the preceding
period of left-liberal budgetary discourse from 1970-1977 as the underlying logic of active fiscal
policy is gradually abandoned by the left-liberal discourse and rejected outright by the neoliberal
discourse. The difference arises as public expenditure on social welfare does not stand in an
antagonistic relationship to economic growth within the preceding period; in the current period this
antagonism exists even if the relationship is not rendered explicit. The contradiction emerges in a
distinct reduction of the subjects who the state must address to achieve social justice – namely a
movement from a broader category of social welfare recipients to a narrower subjectivity of the
poorest and most vulnerable.
The construction of fiscal policy in the opening and closing statements of budget speeches
during this period also undergoes change in the context of a new desire to explicitly frame budgets
as prudent. This signifier of prudence is used to confer legitimacy to the proposals being put
forward in the respective budgets. This is evidenced in the case of the degenerating left-liberal
budgetary discourse through the acknowledgement that continued borrowing to fund public
expenditure can no longer be classified as prudent in the long-term; though this does not prevent
such action in the short-term:
24 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
25 Bruton, J. (1981, July 21). Budget, 1981, July. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0721/25
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We must, however, go forward prudently and we must acknowledge that the correction of
our public finances has to be a high priority in the immediate future whether we like it or
not. This will require acceptance of the fact that we cannot sustain continuing increases in
living standards, irrespective or our national output or productivity. It is on this basis, and
not either on false hopes or on exaggerated pessimism, that we can advance with justified
confidence in our own abilities to secure a better future for all.26
In the case of the emergent neoliberal discourse the construction of a prudent budget hinges on the
articulation of a specific version of reality, one in which active fiscal policy is rejected in favour of
balancing the current budget and increasing efficiency and competitiveness as evidenced in the
following excerpt which argues that:
In the last six months the Government have campaigned to bring realism back into economic
debate in Ireland. Only by starting from reality can we make our economy efficient and
competitive. If the Government are realistic about their own finances, this will inject realism
into the economy as a whole.27
The meaning of prudence is therefore not fixed during this period, it is contested by both the
degenerating left-liberal budgetary discourse which gradually concedes that prudence and active
fiscal policy cannot coexist, and the emergent neoliberal discourse which actively states this.
Finally, the construction of taxation undergoes a change from the preceding period. Tax
reductions are constructed as necessary for economic growth across both the degenerating leftliberal budgetary discourse and the emergent neoliberal discourse. Within the degenerating leftliberal budgetary discourse we see how the focus shifts significantly towards the private sector

26 MacSharry, R. (1982, March 25). Budget, 1982, March. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1982-03-25/31
27 Bruton, J. (1982, January 27). Budget, 1982. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1982-0127/22
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being responsible for economic growth, with tax concessions and public expenditure being
constructed as the correct fiscal policy choices to enable this:
It is crucial to our plans to revitalise the economy and set it on a path of faster, self-sustained
growth. The increased public expenditure and the tax concessions for which it provides will
give an impetus to economic activity and help create the conditions under which the private
sector can take over as the engine of growth.28
The most radical change is the emergence of constructing taxation as a tool for disciplining labour,
a relationship which now stands in tension with social needs in the neoliberal discourse.
Unemployment is constructed, at least in part, as a problem of willpower and laziness which might
be remedied with the right incentives as demonstrated in the following quotation by finance
minister Bruton in 1982:
The incentive to work has been increased. The new income tax relief for the low paid, the
family income supplement, the new profit sharing arrangements and the taxation of some
social welfare benefits will all tip the balance in favour of those who go out to work to help
support our community in this difficult time.29
On the whole, both fiscal policy in general and the discussion of fairness in relation to fiscal
policy undergoes substantial changes. It also demonstrates the degree to which the period from
1978-1982 is one of contestation with competing articulations from both changing left-liberal and
emergent neoliberal discourses in relation to these issues.
6.3.4 Summarising the Discursive Structure of Opening and Closing Statements (1978-1982)
The discursive structure we can observe from the opening and closing statements during this
period is determined by a dislocation in the left-liberal budgetary discourse of the preceding period.
28 Colley, G. (1978, February 1). Budget, 1978. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1978-0201/27
29 Bruton, J. (1982, January 27). Budget, 1982. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1982-0127/22
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This dislocation is caused by a debt crisis which builds antecedent to the Second Oil Crisis and
develops fully in its wake. The active fiscal policy which dominated the preceding period from
1970-1977 is unable to articulate a coherent way for successive governments to resolve the growing
national debt which in turn leads to a degeneration of the left-liberal budgetary discourse and the
emergence of a new neoliberal discourse, both of which compete to fix the signification of key
signifiers relating to economic progress, employment, expenditure and taxation.
The prior antagonism between growth and inflation is replaced with an antagonism between
growth and debt. This is an antagonism which is fully formed in the neoliberal discourse and one
which develops over time within the degenerating left-liberal budgetary discourse as concessions
are made in an attempt to suture the dislocation. The issue of inflation remains though it is no
longer constructed as a necessary evil concomitant with economic growth, rather it is constructed as
a reason for failing to achieve economic growth due to a lack of competitiveness in the case of the
neoliberal discourse.
To summarise, the period from 1978-1982 offers a clear empirical example of a dislocation.
The competing discourses attempt to fix the meaning of the floating signifiers discussed above by
articulating them in very different contexts. In the end the left-liberal budgetary discourse is unable
to suture the dislocation by making compromises; active fiscal policy ceases to offer a way forward
and neoliberalism becomes the dominant discourse which structures the opening and closing
statements of budget speeches over the next three decades.
6.4 Soft-Neoliberalism (1983-2008)
The soft-neoliberal discourse presented in the opening and closing statements of budget
speeches from 1983-2008 is observable by the manner in which economic progress, employment
and fiscal policy are constructed relatively consistently throughout this period, and stand in contrast
to the periods before and after. Economic progress congeals around the signifiers of
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competitiveness, sustainability and from 1987 social partnership. Competitiveness becomes a key
signifier in relation to employment, with issues of unemployment no longer being constructed in the
context of direct state intervention but rather in the context of shaping the conditions necessary to
increase the competitiveness of Irish labour. Finally fiscal policy is subordinated almost entirely to
the needs of the private-sector. Expenditure on public services becomes a matter conditional on the
proviso that revenues to fund such services are enabled by economic growth driven by the privatesector, whilst capital expenditure and tax cuts are justified on the basis of creating the right
environment for the private sector to fuel economic growth.
6.4.1 Economic Progress: Economic growth, Competitiveness, Sustainability and Social
Partnership
From 1983 to 2008 we witness that economic progress is constructed in a manner which is
relatively stable and differs from the left-liberal budgetary discourse of 1970-1977. The dislocation
which emerged from the preceding period is resolved in the budget of 1983 and the construction of
economic progress in opening and closing statements are ordered from that point around a softneoliberal nodal point. This is seen through the context in which economic growth, competitiveness,
sustainability and social partnership are constructed.
Economic growth is no longer constructed in the context of active fiscal policy, in fact this is
outright rejected within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse as a viable path forward for
economic growth. This can be seen in the following excerpt which acknowledges the former
normative understanding of fiscal policy and signals a clear departure from it:
We are in the grip of a severe recession. The natural reaction to this situation would be to
prepare a Budget which would give a fiscal stimulus to the economy. After careful reflection
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and consideration of all the factors affecting and determining our present situation, the
Government have concluded that this course is not open to us.30
Economic growth is now constructed as being dependent not upon additional expenditure, but
cutting expenditure to balance the current budget, thus providing the right conditions for growth.
Once again finance minister Dukes makes this point clear in the following example from 1983:
We are, therefore, facing two or perhaps three years of unremitting effort to restore a proper
balance between expenditure and revenue and to lay the foundations for growth and
prosperity in the future.31
Economic growth thus changes from being an epiphenomenon of public expenditure to being an
epiphenomenon of a government’s ability to provide the right macroeconomic conditions, as
understood from a neoclassical perspective. The role of the public sector to directly cause growth is
thus erased from the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse.
The change in the construction of economic growth is not developed in terms of clear
ideological grounds but rather the seemingly non-ideological language of sustainability in which the
neoliberal path to economic growth is normatively attributed as sustainable while the theoretical
justification for active fiscal policy is written off as excess. The signifier of sustainability plays an
important role in legitimising the neoliberal construction of growth as aptly demonstrated by
finance minister Dukes at the start of the period in 1983 who articulates that:
The steps taken to rectify the public finances during the past year contrasted sharply with
the unsustainable excesses of previous years. We are now picking up the bills which our
predecessors tried to push off into the future. We cannot avoid this problem. If we do not
face it today, it will become more intractable tomorrow. There can therefore be no doubt
30 Dukes, A., M. (1983, February 9). Budget, 1983 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1983-0209/22
31 Dukes, A., M. (1983, February 9). Budget, 1983 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1983-0209/22
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but that the rectification of our financial imbalance must be a continuing priority in
Government policy.32
This is also articulated by finance minister Cowen towards the end of the period in 2006 who
emphasises that he is “satisfied that, in present economic circumstances, this budget is fiscally
sustainable, economically appropriate and socially responsible.”33
The issue of competitiveness also emerges as a key driver of economic growth within the
soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse. Finance minister McCreevy argues in 2000 that by failing to
implement his budget, “the competitiveness upon which our growth is based will disappear and we
will be in danger of heading back to the days of significant unemployment and emigration.”34 This
construction of competitiveness is intimately tied to a cost-push theory of inflation which is the only
remnant of Keynesian economic policy that carries over from the preceding left-liberal budgetary
discourse. The soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse shares the same concern that wage increases are
a causal factor when it comes to inflation though there is more emphasis on the issue of
competitiveness than during the preceding periods. This phenomenon can be seen in the following
excerpts from 1998 and 1992 by finance ministers McCreevy and Ahern who argue respectively
that:
There are clearly some pressures in the economy which must be watched closely and
tackled. First, I am concerned at the acceleration in pay increases this year. Second, I am
unhappy at the scale of domestic price increases.35

32 Dukes, A., M. (1984, January 25). Budget, 1984. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1984-0125/23
33 Cowen, B. (2006, December 6). Budget, 2007. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2006-1206/28
34 McCreevy, C. (2000, December 6). Budget, 2001 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2000-1206/19
35 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland.
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/1999/Documents/budget_speech_1999.doc
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There must be unrelenting action to control inflation and costs of all kinds in order that we
can continue to improve our competitiveness in the more integrated markets which we face
as the EC moves towards 1992 and, subsequently, towards full ecomonic and monetary
union. Inflation is the particular enemy of the poor.36
To address this issue of cost-push inflation which undermines competitiveness, and in turn
economic growth and employment, the institution of social partnership is constructed as a key
element towards facilitating these objectives. It is constructed as a type of non-ideological
institution which meets the needs of the underlying reality of the economy. Appeals to reality offer a
clear indication of the degree to which the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse has become
sedimented as a hegemonic:
As a nation we have come to grips with the reality that the old ways of spending and
borrowing excessively were wrong, and that a new direction was needed. That new direction
is embodied in the policies and partnership agreed between the Government and the social
partners in the Programme for National Recovery. An essential element is continuing tight
control of the public finances and prudent management of the economy.37
This appeal to reality is a consistent theme within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse and can
be also be observed in the context of the construction of debt. Debt is no longer constructed as an
acceptable tool for facilitating economic growth, instead preceding economic policies based on
Keynesian theories of active fiscal policy are constructed not as a theoretical error but as a failure to
acknowledge reality. This can be seen clearly at the start of the period in the following statement by
finance minister Dukes in 1983:

36 Ahern, B. (1992, January 29). Budget, 1992. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1992-0129/15
37 Reynolds, A. (1989, January 25). Budget, 1989. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1989-0125/19
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We continued in the delusion that we could maintain our standards of living by borrowing,
even though this second major increase in oil prices had substantially increased the transfer
of resources to the oil producing countries. The world recession then became another reason
for cushioning ourselves against reality. As a result, we were one of the later countries to
feel the effects of the recession in terms of lost output and employment. Borrowing
effectively bought us time, but the cost of repaying that borrowing has pre-empted resources
for the future. We must now face that reality.38
The nature of reality within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse is one in which current budget
deficits are not only to be avoided, but one in which debt should be reduced when possible. The
following short excerpt from finance minister McCreevy in 1998 demonstrates this point using the
common trope which compares national accounts to household accounts:
That person has extra money in their pocket, a smile on their face as they walk down the
street past all the shops which are full of things calling out to be bought. What will they do?
If they do not have a care in the world they will shop and shop and shop. However, if they
have cares and worries and owe money, things would be different. Perhaps they would be
wise to hold on to that extra few pounds and put it towards reducing the size of their debt.39
Taken as a whole the soft-neoliberal construction of economic progress is based around a
mixture of typically neoliberal constructions of debt and competitiveness which are presented as a
non-ideological acknowledgement of reality. This is combined with a Keynesian cost-push theory of
inflation and a key role for social partnership as a causal factor in economic growth.

38 Dukes, A., M. (1983, February 9). Budget, 1983 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1983-0209/22
39 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland.
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/1999/Documents/budget_speech_1999.doc
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6.4.2 Employment: Changing the Role of the State and Emphasising Competitiveness
The construction of employment is solidified in the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse as a
problem which cannot be resolved by public expenditure. As with economic growth, employment is
also constructed in the context of competitiveness or more specifically unemployment is caused by
a lack of competitiveness. Employment is thus also constructed as an epiphenomenon of cultivating
the correct economic conditions, conditions in which pay moderation plays an important role.
Finance minister Dukes in 1984 offers a clear example of this phenomenon in the following
excerpt:
Until we bring about a considerable improvement in the public finances, we can make little
progress towards a stronger economy and better employment opportunities. Action on this
front must be supported by other policies in order to make the best use of the opportunities
open to us. Moderation in pay demands remains a critical factor and further job
opportunities will be lost if pay awards are made that the country cannot afford.40
An even more succinct demonstration of this point can be seen in the excerpt below from the
preceding year as one of the main objectives of the 1983 budget was “to achieve the necessary
moderation in pay policy so that we can reverse the decline in competitiveness which so endangers
our employment levels.”41
As the period progresses the sharp and immediate distinction of employment being
dependent upon competitiveness weakens and gives way to a more general construction of
employment being dependent upon economic growth. As we have seen in the preceding section
6.4.2, economic growth is constructed as being dependent on competitiveness; as such the link
between these signifiers isn’t broken but pushed into the background as evidenced by finance
40 Dukes, A., M. (1984, January 25). Budget, 1984. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1984-0125/23
41 Dukes, A., M. (1983, February 9). Budget, 1983 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1983-0209/22
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minister Ahern in the following statement from 1993 who attributes sustainable employment to
economic growth:
We must never lose sight of the fact that it is only by generating economic growth that real
sustainable employment can be created for our people and that the resources needed to care
for the less well off in our society will be available.42
This stands in stark contrast to the left-liberal budgetary discourse in which employment is
constructed as a key factor in generating economic growth which can be funded through the use of
public debt.
As with economic growth, social partnership is also constructed as playing a key role in
addressing unemployment. Within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse social partnership sits in
a complementary relationship to economic growth, a relationship which is undermined in the period
which follows. The importance of social partnership to the construction of employment is
demonstrated by finance minister Quinn who argues in 1997 that:
It is clear that the consensus approach to developing and managing our economy is
successful. It ensures continued economic growth, real improvements in take home pay,
increased numbers at work and better social services for all of our people.43
Social partnership is constructed as the lynchpin which binds together economic growth and
increased income for workers based on tax cuts as opposed to wage increases. Social partnership
thus acts a signifier through which issues of competitiveness, improved employment prospects as
well as the ability to fund social services are articulated.
The manner in which competitiveness is constructed in relation to employment varies
throughout the soft-neoliberal period but it is consistent insofar as it is consistently an important
42 Ahern, B. (1993, February 24). Budget, 1993. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1993-0224/24
43 Quinn, R. (1997, January 22). Budget, 1997. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1997-0122/15
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signifier throughout the period. Unemployment is constructed as a problem of competitiveness and
wage moderation is the solution; employment is thus solidified as a market problem rather than a
social problem or a problem which must be solved by the public sector.
6.4.3 Fiscal Policy and Fairness: Conditional Expenditure, Redefining Fairness, Capital
Expenditure and Tax Reform
Public expenditure on social services is presented as conditional upon creating the right
environment for economic growth within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse. This demonstrates
that the non-antagonistic link between current expenditure on social services and growth witnessed
in the left-liberal budgetary discourse has been severed. Public expenditure to meet the social needs
of citizens is now constructed as being conditional upon economic growth which rests within the
purview of the private sector as evidenced in section 6.4.1. Finance minister MacSharry offers an
example of this phenomenon by arguing in 1987 that:
As things come right, success will become self-sustaining. Jobs will become available
again. Taxes can be lowered. We will have a stronger economy that will allow us to
improve social conditions. These are the rewards for exercising the necessary discipline
and restraint in the short-term.44
As economic progress is constructed as being dependant upon a non-ideological view of
reality the construction of social expenditure is also presented as self-evident and non-ideological.
The following excerpt from finance minister McCreevy in 2001 shows how this vision is rendered
explicit by the attempt to construct a core truth about the preconditions for the distribution of
resources:

44 MacSharry, R. (1987, March 31). Budget, 1987. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1987-0331/16
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Economic theories and philosophies come and go. They are refined, changed and adapted.
However, if one cannot create wealth, no State, irrespective of political ideology, can ever
have sufficient or adequate resources to redistribute.45
Though matters of social redistribution are reduced to a state of being conditional upon the
existence of adequate economic growth, not all public expenditure is seen as unfavourable to
growth within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse. Where expenditure is specifically related to
capital expenditure, the approach is considerably different. The following statement shows this
clearly, alluding the conditions which are required for long-term economic growth where the role of
the state facilitates these conditions by creating confidence for private investors as well as through
capital expenditure projects:
If the business investment that is crucial to sustained long-term growth is to come about,
there must be financial stability and confidence in the way our affairs are managed. At the
same time, investment represents an effective way of supporting activity in the economy.
The Government is showing a lead by the massive injection of additional capital resources
this year aimed at improving many aspects of the infrastructure of the State. These projects,
as well as giving many new jobs in the implementation phase, will also serve to underpin the
longer term growth potential of the economy.46
Infrastructure investment is also constructed in the context of improving the quality of life of
the average person, not just as a benefit to private capital. These two concepts are not constructed as
mutually antagonistic as in the case of “we are making unprecedented investment in our
infrastructure and this will enhance our competitiveness and improve our quality of life for years to

45 McCreevy, C. (2001, December 5). Budget, 2002 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2001-1205/19
46 Ahern, B. (1993, February 24). Budget, 1993. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1993-0224/24
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come.”47 The soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse thus manages to perform the ideological function
of presenting the particular interests of capital as the general interests of society.
This issue of general interests leads to another point of difference within the soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse. There is a distinct shift from articulating a general concern for the provision of
welfare for the whole citizenry witnessed in the left-liberal budgetary discourse towards a more
particular concern for protecting the most vulnerable members of society. This can be seen clearly
in which it is argued that “the Government have shown by their actions, on a broad front, a real
interest in the welfare of the weakest in our society, who of necessity rely on the rest of the
community.”48
The construction of social services thus shifts away from being a universal social good
towards the concept of being a social safety net within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse.
There is no overt denunciation of public services or championing the efficiency of the private sector
as one might expect from a conventional neoliberal discourse, instead the shift is one from the
welfare of all to the welfare of those who are in need. Even as funds become available to meet the
needs of the most vulnerable and fairness is raised as a rationale for social expenditure, a tension is
still maintained between meeting the needs of the most vulnerable and a more general notion of
economic prudence as evidenced in the following statement:
Fairness demands that we should use this opportunity to benefit those who have not done as
well as most of us in recent years, in particular, the old and the lower paid. However, in
delivering fairness we must not abandon prudence.49

47 Cowen, B. (2006, December 6). Budget, 2007. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2006-1206/28
48 Ahern, B. (1992, January 29). Budget, 1992. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1992-0129/15
49 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland.
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/1999/Documents/budget_speech_1999.doc
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Though fairness is sometimes constructed within the context of public expenditure,
discussions of fairness within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse are mostly reduced to the
context of taxation. Fair taxes becomes synonymous in this discourse with the reduction of the
burden of taxation. The reduction of personal taxation is constructed as being “a fairer system
which will increase the incentive to work and avoid excessive wage increases.”50 Fairness thus
shifts from social inclusion through public expenditure in the left-liberal budgetary discourse
towards reducing personal income tax to facilitate labour market discipline in the soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse. We can witness that this construction of fairness and low taxation carries
through the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse even during times when it is not possible to reduce
taxes:
A second high priority for the Government is to achieve a fairer distribution of taxation and
to help those on low incomes … Taxation levels generally are now high. The scope for
easing the burden rapidly is, however, severely restricted by the state of the public finances,
which leaves no room for overall reductions in taxation.51
Though the preceding left-liberal budgetary discourse also makes allusions to lowering taxation it is
the weaving of the signifier of fairness into the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse which provides a
degree of a novelty.
The construction of taxation within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse is of course not
reduced to issues of fairness and personal taxation. Tax reform features prominently in the softneoliberal budgetary discourse and is oriented towards deficit reduction; increasing or decreasing
taxes is not constructed as an ideological matter but rather one of necessity which stems from
preventing or reducing a current budget deficit. In 1985 a simplification of the tax structure with
50 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland.
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/1999/Documents/budget_speech_1999.doc
51 Dukes, A., M. (1984, January 25). Budget, 1984. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1984-0125/23
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widespread reforms was implemented with the justification that high tax levels are not only
antithetical to economic development but also hinder employment, incentivise tax evasion and
diminish competitiveness. As finance minister Dukes makes the point in 1985:
It is widely held that our tax levels are now an obstacle to economic development.
Reform of the tax system is needed:—to help to create the conditions which will favour
expansion of employment;—to reduce both the opportunities and the incentive for
evasion; and—to restore the competitive balance between domestic business and
commerce and their competitors in Northern Ireland.52
This development towards lower corporate taxation becomes a key foundation for economic growth
and crystallises during 1994 as the following excerpt from that year’s budget demonstrates:
Another key strand of taxation reform has been to effect changes in business taxation that
stimulate genuine enterprise and promote employment. A major programme of reform of
corporate taxation has recently been completed. As well as making possible a reduction in
the standard corporation tax rate, this has generated substantial revenues both for income tax
relief and a range of new targeted incentives.53
Low rates of corporate taxation are constructed within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse as
beneficial for the country’s economic growth, employment and revenues; once again reinforcing the
idea that lowering corporation tax is a pragmatic choice rather than once which carries ideological
baggage.
In line with the general implicit attempt to construct the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse
as non-ideological, the signifier of prudence commonly appears as an important signifier to
legitimise the soft-neoliberal budget. Public finances are referred to as prudent insofar as they
52 Dukes, A., M. (1985, January 30). Budget, 1985. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1985-0130/13
53 Ahern, B. (1994, January 26). Budget, 1994. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1994-0126/11
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ensure continued economic competitiveness, or as finance minister MacSharry states in 1987
“public finances will be managed prudently; there will be a better distribution of the tax burden and
the economy will become increasingly competitive.”54
6.4.4 Summarising the Discursive Structure of Opening and Closing Statements (1983-2008)
The soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse is a pro-business discourse which presents itself as a
rational and non-ideological assessment of reality. Through this discourse the interests of capital are
constructed as the universal interests of society and former divisions between labour and capital
acknowledged in the left-liberal budgetary discourse are largely negated in light of social
partnership. The following statement by finance minister Quinn in 1995 offers the clearest
demonstration of this as he argues:
we have to develop, foster and promote enterprise throughout our society, in both the public
and the private sectors. We have to promote excellence and demand quality in the services
and products which we provide and sell both at home and abroad. We must encourage
companies to prosper and grow. We must assist people to start their own enterprises. We
must help families who want to develop their own businesses. We have to ensure that those
businesses can pass safely from generation to generation. We must encourage employees to
participate in the prosperity of their own enterprises by encouraging them to purchase shares
in the companies in which they work. Above all, Ireland must become a good place to do
business in, and to do business with.55
Enterprise is thus elevated to the level of culture within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse, a
culture which rests on competitiveness and one which lays the foundation for economic growth.

54 MacSharry, R. (1987, March 31). Budget, 1987. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1987-0331/16
55 Quinn, R. (1995, February 8). Budget, 1995. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1995-0208/20
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In 1990 finance minister Reynolds offers a clear example of the soft-neoliberal budgetary
discourse in which many of the points presented over the preceding pages are interwoven:
It would be fatally easy to slip back into the bad habits of the past — demanding lower
taxes at the same time as higher public spending; expecting better public services before
they can be sustained by higher growth; seeking excessive nominal pay and profit
increases in the short term at the expense of longer-term competitiveness and jobs.
Ultimately, that road only leads back to the higher borrowing, rising inflation, worsening
competitiveness and declining employment from which we have so recently and so
painfully escaped.56
In the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse the provision of public services is not argued against on
clear ideological grounds, instead pragmatism is invoked based on financial sustainability. A costpush theory of inflation is advocated which insists that inflation can be maintained by keeping
wages low and maintaining competitiveness; this in turn creates the appropriate conditions to
address employment. The solution to economic growth, employment and public services within the
soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse is no longer the expansion of debt but rather competitiveness.
The soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse comes to a sudden halt after the 2008 budget and
does not undergo a prolonged period of dislocation and breakdown as witnessed from 1978 to 1982.
What follows is the emergence of a neoliberal austerity discourse from 2009 to 2015 which offers
both continuity and difference from the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse in relation to a number
of key signifiers. We turn to an examination of this discourse in the following section.
6.5 Neoliberal Austerity (2009-2015)
The neoliberal austerity discourse observable in the opening and closing statements of
budget speeches from 2009-2015 is demonstrated by the manner in which economic progress,
56 Reynolds, A. (1990, January 31). Budget, 1990. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1990-0131/32
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employment and fiscal policy are constructed relatively consistently throughout this period, and
stand in contrast to the periods before and after. The neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse
departs from soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse in a number of key ways.
First, economic progress becomes dependent upon restoring the confidence of international
capital and exiting a Troika bailout whilst continuing to emphasise competitiveness and
sustainability as before. Secondly, employment is constructed in the context of increasing
employment through labour discipline without recourse to social partnership; implementing
austerity will create thus the conditions necessary for employment to increase. The issue of
unemployment is constructed as a symptom of macro-economic failures and a lack of
competitiveness. Finally, fiscal policy is constructed broadly in the context of a collective pain. The
implementation of austerity is presented as a necessary burden which must be shouldered by all
citizens in accordance with their ability to contribute. Issues of fairness are thus constituted in the
context of the distribution of this burden as opposed to concrete outcomes of those affected.
In light of the above the movement from a soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse to a
neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse does not constitute a clear break from one ideology to
another as in the case of left-liberal to soft-neoliberal. The fundamental assumptions about
economic growth as dependent upon deficit reduction, employment as dependent upon
competitiveness and social expenditure as dependent upon available resources remain. As such we
witness a quantitative change in the discourse rather than a qualitative change, just as hot and cold
water differ in terms of quantitative change and not a qualitative change of state between ice or
gaseous forms.
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6.5.1 Economic Progress: Economic Growth, Debt, Competitiveness, Sustainability and the Issue
of Confidence
From 2009 to 2015 the construction of economic progress changes significantly from that of
the preceding period. Though it shares many of the same signifiers and many of these signifiers
retain the same meanings, there are a number of signifiers which differ in semantic meaning. One of
the more prevalent signifiers which changes is the construction of national debt in relation to
economic growth. Within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse national debt is constructed as
something which should be avoided and reduced, yet within the neoliberal austerity budgetary
discourse it is lauded as the basis for resolving issues of market confidence which will enable the
economy to return to a state of economic growth. This is demonstrated clearly in the following
excerpt from 2010 by finance minister Lenihan who argues that:
Following the Greek crisis this spring, funding for the State and our banks became
increasingly expensive. The rising costs of dealing with the banks that became evident
during the autumn and the growing concerns about the prospects for the global economy
reinforced doubts among international investors about the sustainability of our public
finances and our capacity to fix the financial system unaided. The joint programme of
assistance, involving stand-by resources of up to €85 billion, provides us with the firepower
we need to restore market confidence, strengthen the financial sector and press ahead with
our plans to reduce the budget deficit and facilitate the economy’s return to sustainable
growth.57
As with the preceding dislocation experienced from 1978-1982 we witnessed the issue of
restoring order during the dislocation. The economic malaise experienced during this period which
acts as the basis of the dislocation is thus attributed to a number of factors, in particular the issue of
57 Lenihan, B. (2010, December 7). Budget, 2011. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2010-1207/11
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competitiveness. Attempts to suture the dislocation caused by the financial crisis by constructing
uncompetitiveness as its cause is a phenomenon which emerges. This can be clearly seen in the case
of the following excerpt which blames rising property prices and uncompetitiveness in the
construction sector:
It is clear to us all what went wrong in our economy. In the period leading up to the crisis,
the construction sector and property prices grew to unsustainable levels. The appetite of a
rampant building industry for labour and other resources put upward pressure on our cost
structure. As a result, our competitiveness was damaged and we lost market share for our
goods and services.58
Here the complexity of a global financial crisis which manifested in Ireland through the unintended
consequences of Eurozone monetary policy and a housing bubble funded in the last instance by
French and German banks is reduced to of a mere question of competitiveness.
The construction of economic progress is also intimately tied to the signifier of recovery
from 2009-2015 in which it acts as an increasingly empty signifier. As the period comes to an end
the signifier of recovery is explicitly portrayed as an empty signifier in which it shares no common
meaning but rather changes based upon subject positions. This is evidenced in the following
statement by finance minister Noonan from the 2015 budget:
The recovery has not spread across the country yet and many families have yet to experience
it. The Government is fully aware of this fact. For many people, the recovery will only come
when they get a job. For some, the recovery will only come when they see more money in
their pockets. For many families, the permanent return of a loved one who has emigrated
will mark the end of the crisis and the start of the recovery.59
58 Lenihan, B. (2010, December 7). Budget, 2011. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2010-1207/11
59 Noonan, M. (2014, October 14). Budget, 2015. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2014-1014/5
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The emergence of an empty signifier to suture a dislocation is a theoretical concept discussed in
preceding chapters; it is of interest to note its existence empirically here in the opening and closing
statements under examination.
Tied to recovery are issues of confidence, particularly self confidence and market
confidence. Voluntaristic appeals are employed in relation to self-confidence whilst austerity is
constructed as a sacrifice which is required to restore market confidence. Taken together these form
a key part of the way in which economic recovery is constructed within the neoliberal austerity
budgetary discourse. The following excerpt from finance minister Lenihan in 2009 offers a typical
example of this phenomenon:
We now have the confidence of knowing that our plan to return this country to prosperity is
working. Yes, we have had to make some very difficult choices in framing today’s budget
and in doing so, we have tried to be as fair as possible. However, by taking the difficult but
necessary measures now, we will rebuild our nation’s self-confidence here at home and our
reputation abroad.60
Austerity is often referred to through euphemisms about difficult choices or challenging measures.
The to key returning to economic growth is thus constructed as addressing psychological
phenomena rather than building a material basis.
Throughout the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse the 2010 bailout is constructed as help,
whilst austerity and the refinancing of national debt are articulated as factors necessary for
economic recovery.
Reckless policies were pursued by the FF-led Government. This continued until Ireland was
no longer able to borrow on the international markets and the Government had to turn to the

60 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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lenders of last resort. The help from the IMF and the European authorities came at a high
price.61
Borrowing on international markets is constructed as a symbol of economic progress whilst having
to rely on lenders of last resort is one of failure. Economic progress within the neoliberal austerity
budgetary discourse thus shares many of the same structural features as the prior soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse as seen for example on the emphasis on competitiveness. Yet there are also
important differences which emerge in relation to the meaning of these signifiers as evidenced by
the differences in meaning shown in relation to the construction of debt and the emphasis on
recovery.
6.5.2 Employment: Increasing Employment
The construction of employment through the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse shares
a similar structure to the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse with the exception that there is no
support for social partnership; for such a prominent signifier in the preceding period it is now
decidedly conspicuous through its absence. In spite of this, employment continues to be largely
constructed as an epiphenomenon of economic growth, though economic growth is now constructed
as being dependent upon the implementation of austerity as discussed in the preceding section. This
is particularly clear in the following remark by finance minister Noonan during 2012 through which
it is argued that making “the fiscal, structural and legislative changes that provide the basis for a
renewed economy … will lead to job creation.62 The changes in question are those outlined in the
preceding section on the implementation of austerity.
Employment is also constructed as being dependent upon creating the right conditions for
the private sector, the underlying implication of this is one of improved competitiveness being
61 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
62 Noonan, M. (2012, December 5). Budget, 2013. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2012-1205/13
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synonymous with the right conditions and this is shared with the soft-neoliberal budgetary
discourse. Unemployment is also articulated in conjunction with a host of other economic concerns
which should be resolved by implementing austerity, this can be observed in the following
statement which argues that one should “reinforce policies that grow the economy, establish the
conditions which will create jobs and prepare for exiting the bailout programme.”63
Increasing employment is a concern within the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse, just
as it is a concern within each of the discourses. The manner in which this concern is addressed is
not fundamentally different from the preceding soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse, it differs only
through the manner in which economic growth should be addressed. This explains why there is little
to examine vis a vis the discursive construction of employment during this period as it remains
much the same as during the soft-neoliberal period with the exception of the absence of any
mention of a role for social partnership.
6.5.3 Fiscal Policy and Fairness: Austerity and Fairness as Collective Pain
The signifiers which witness the most change from the preceding soft-neoliberal budgetary
discourse concern the manner in which fiscal policy is constructed through difficult but necessary
choices whilst the signifier fairness is constructed in the context of collective pain. The
implementation of austerity is often constructed by articulating a sense of difficulty about the
choices successive governments have had to make or through the use of metaphors as in the
following case:
The road we have travelled to get to this point has been very difficult and the Irish people
have made major sacrifices, but the policies pursued by this Government have worked and
the recovery in the Irish economy is well under way.64
63 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
64 Noonan, M. (2014, October 14). Budget, 2015. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2014-1014/5
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There is a tendency to try to construct the difficulty of the choices being made in relation to fiscal
policy within the context of fairness throughout the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse. This
demonstrates a significant change in the context in which fairness is employed when compared to
the preceding soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse which mostly constructed the concept of fairness
in the context of addressing the needs of the most vulnerable in society. This consistent
phenomenon can be seen in the following quote which stresses the construction of austerity through
the implementation of difficult choices through which finance minister Lenihan argues in 2008 that
“we are confronted with severe budgetary pressures and negative economic growth. We face
difficult choices. In making those choices we will be guided by the principles of fairness,
sustainability and affordability.”65 The construction of austerity through the euphemism of difficult
choices also leads to a phenomenon where the Irish citizenry are lauded for their acceptance of this
course of action. Austerity is constructed as a necessity and a success for which a degree of
collective suffering is required to enable economic recovery. This novel addition to the construction
of fairness can be seen in the following quote from finance minister Lenihan in 2010 who states that
“we have made very difficult decisions and our citizens have demonstrated enormous forbearance
in accepting the need for those decisions.66
The need to construct fiscal policy within the context of being fair is a consistent theme
across each of the discourses. What is novel about the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse is the
extent to which the concept of fairness is stretched in a chain of equivalence as evidenced in the
following quote that:

65 Lenihan, B. (2008, October 14). Budget, 2009. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2008-1014/6
66 Lenihan, B. (2010, December 7). Budget, 2011. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2010-1207/11
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We have taken the hard decisions but we have been fair. We have preserved the real value of
social welfare for those most in need. We have protected older citizens. We have reduced the
cost of public services. We have taken action on credit to protect borrowers.67
Constructions of fairness in prior discourses tend to focus on a single articulation between two clear
signifiers, as in the case of fairness and social justice or fairness and protecting the vulnerable. It is
only in the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse that fairness is articulated in conjunction with
decreased funding of public services as well as the socialisation of bad private debt.
6.5.4 Summarising the Discursive Structure of Opening and Closing Statements (2009-2015)
The change from the soft-neoliberal to neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse is one of
quantitative rather than qualitative change. We witness at a fundamental level the same neoliberal
discursive structure but the underlying economic conditions, the referent which is so often left out
of analysis by post-structural discourse analysis, differs and thus necessitate a series of different
articulations.
As with the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse there is a continuation of the presupposition
that public expenditure must be conditional upon the presence of budget surpluses to fund such
activities. Within the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse this assumption is merely taken for
granted and not explicitly acknowledged. Instead it is manifest in the statements above which talk
about tough but necessary decisions.
The assumptions which previously had to be explicitly articulated are now taken for granted
as normative principles. Rather than the economic crisis in 2008 acting as a catalyst for qualitative
discursive change as the economic malaise experienced in tandem with the breakdown of leftliberalism between 1978 to 1982, we witness a sedimentation of neoliberal discourse and a

67 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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quantitative change from soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse to a neoliberal austerity budgetary
discourse.
The neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse serves to act as a means to suture the
dislocation experienced by the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse when it is confronted with the
Global Financial Crisis in 2008. As such, the fundamental neoliberal discursive structure is
preserved. Economic growth is portrayed as being driven by the private sector and dependent upon
ensuring a competitive environment. Likewise, employment is similarly constructed as being an
epiphenomenon of economic growth and public expenditure is constructed as being dependent upon
the existence of available funding. The dislocation does not serve to weaken the neoliberal
discourse, on the contrary, there is no counter-hegemonic discourse to compete and as the period
comes to a close we witness proclamations of success and economic recovery which are attributed
to the implementation of austerity.
6.6 Conclusion
This chapter has provided an analysis of the discourses employed in the opening and closing
statements of Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015. It finds that there are four distinct periods
split across two broad discourses, a left-liberal budgetary discourse and a neoliberal discourse the
latter of which takes two distinct forms: a soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse and a neoliberal
austerity budgetary discourse.
The change in discourse is examined through a number of master codes, economic progress,
employment, fiscal policy and fairness. The change in meaning across discourses of these shared
codes can be seen in Table 6.1 which synthesises the analyses presented in preceding sections.
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Table 6.1
Discursive periods and changing constructions of economic progress, employment, fiscal policy and
fairness
Period

Economic progress

Employment

Fiscal policy and fairness

Left-liberalism Achieved through active

Joint responsibility of the

Active fiscal policy. Capital

(1970-1977)

fiscal policy and threatened

government and the private and current expenditure is

by inflation.

sector to provide employ-

conducive with the goal of at-

ment. Full employment is a taining social justice.
desired objective.
Breakdown of

No consensus over how to

Gradual acknowledgement

Deterioration of active fiscal

left-liberalism

achieve economic progress,

that the government cannot

policy and the emergence of

(1978-1982)

hegemonic discourse based

afford to continue to borrow constructing expenditure in

around active fiscal policy

to provide public-sector

the context of prudence. Con-

suffers a dislocation and is

jobs. Counter-discourse

tinued commitment to the sig-

challenged by emerging neo- emerges in which employ-

nifier of social justice but a

liberal articulations. Main

ment becomes the purview

narrowing of subject posi-

threats are constructed as

of the private-sector.

tions who should be the bene-

debt and inflation.

ficiaries of social welfare.

Soft-neoliberal- Achieved through increasing Employment is largely con- Current expenditure is conism (1983-

competitiveness as the basis

structed as an epiphen-

structed as conditional upon

2008)

for economic growth and the omenon of creating the cor- the existence of surpluses,
implementation of social

rect environment for private debt is no longer constructed

partnership. Main threat is

capital. Wage moderation

as a viable method for fund-

constructed as unsustainable and stability of industrial

ing current expenditure but is

current expenditure.

valid for capital expenditure

relations through social
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Period

Economic progress

Employment

Fiscal policy and fairness

partnership are constructed

which will favour the in-

as key factors in providing

terests of capital. Issues of

sustainable employment.

fairness and social welfare
are constructed in the context
of caring for the most vulnerable.

Neoliberal aus- Achieved through increasing As with soft-neoliberalism

As with the soft-neoliberal-

terity (2009-

competitiveness, restoring

with the exception of

ism with the exception of the

2015)

the confidence of foreign

abandoning the emphasis on fact that fairness is now

capital and exiting the Troika social partnership.

largely constructed in the

bailout programme. Main

context of enduring collective

threat is constructed as un-

pain. The austerity discourse

sustainable current expendit-

frames cuts in the context of

ure

difficult but necessary
choices.

Note. Author’s summary of analysis presented in Chapter 6.

The left-liberal budgetary discourse based on active fiscal policy holds until the end of 1977
at which point there is a dislocation. From 1978 to the end of 1982 a period of dislocation ensues in
which variations of the left-liberal and neoliberal discourse are articulated in an attempt to address
this dislocatory moment. From 1983 to 2015 the neoliberal discourse dominates but this is split
between a soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse from 1983-2008 and a neoliberal austerity discourse
from 2009-2015.
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We turn now to Chapter 7 which continues this analysis by examining the construction of
subject positions and social imaginaries. Combined, Chapters 6 and 7 offer an empirical foundation
for periodisation required in Chapter 8 which employs keyword analysis to examine through a
method of corpus linguistic research whether or not the findings of the close reading presented here
are substantiated by an analysis of the text as a whole, as well as providing further insight into
discursive changes which may not be uncovered by the process of limited qualitative coding on a
small scale.
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7.1 Introduction
This chapter continues the qualitative discourse analysis of the opening and closing
statements of Irish budget speeches between 1970 to 2015. It demonstrates how social imaginaries
and subject positions, concepts elaborated upon in Chapter 4 section 4.5.7, are discursively
constructed through four distinct periods of discourse: left-liberalism (1970-1977); the breakdown
of left-liberalism (1978-1982); soft-neoliberalism (1983-2008) and a period of neoliberal austerity
discourse (2009-2015).
This chapter examines each of the discursive periods in chronological order and analyses
how social imaginaries and subject positions are constructed in order to assess the changes across
these different constructions. The chapter concludes with an overview of the analysis and provides a
synthesis of the changes pertaining to each of the periods and theoretical concepts in Table 7.1. The
purpose of this chapter is to establish, in conjunction with Chapter 6, empirical grounds for the
periodisation of discourses required for keyword analysis in Chapter 8 whilst also providing useful
empirical analysis of an important subset of the total corpus. We start with an analysis of the
discourse employed from 1970 to 1977, left-liberalism.
7.2 Left-Liberalism (1970-1977)
The left-liberal discourse which orders the opening and closing statements of budget
speeches from 1970 to 1977 is observable not just by the construction of signifiers concerning
economic progress, employment and fiscal policy as covered in the preceding chapter, but also by
the manner in which social imaginaries and subject positions are constructed. Throughout the
opening and closing speeches the overarching social imaginary for the period of left-liberalism is a
vision of a prosperous future based upon the fulfilment of a common good. We can also observe
that there is a relative lack of discussion about subject positions in comparison to other periods,
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nevertheless we can witness the existence of a tendency towards a contraction of the social around
the signifier of community.
7.2.1 Social Imaginary: The Existence of a Common Good and Prosperous Future for Society
The social imaginary which orders the left liberal period is constructed in the context of two
signifiers, the acknowledgement of a desire to strive for a common good and the desire to achieve a
prosperous future. Though the specific term ‘common good’ is infrequently employed, the
signification of a common good is presented with reference to “the welfare of everybody in the
community”68 and the idea that “every citizen will benefit from this budget”69. The clearest example
of this commitment to the existence of a common good is found when finance minister Ryan
invokes, in 1975, the words of the Irish Home Rule parliamentarian Thomas Kettle:
I will conclude by an apposite quotation from a great Irish economist and parliamentarian,
Thomas M. Kettle, who would, I believe, consider it appropriate in these difficult times to
remind us all irrespective of our political loyalties or stations in life “that politics is not as it
seems in clouded moments, a mere gabble and squabble of selfish interests, but that it is the
State in action. And the State is the name by which we call the great human conspiracy
against hunger and cold, against loneliness and ignorance; the State is the foster-mother and
warden of the arts, of love, of comradeship, of all that redeems from despair that strange
adventure which we call human life”. With that approach we can overcome all adversity and
together ensure a better tomorrow.70
Though Kettle died in the Great War, the sentiment expressed above resonates with the left-liberal
vision of society. A key part of this social imaginary is the existence of a common good which
politicians attempt to serve, a common good which is served by collectively overcoming the
68 Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
69 Ryan, R. (1973, May 16). Budget, 1973. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1973-05-16/52
70 Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
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hardships and travails of life through the various institutions of the state. The reader might find this
to be naively romantic from the vantage point of pervasive cynicism and apathy which often
characterises post-modern society, yet it is precisely this different perspective which allows us to
clearly see the structure of the social imaginary.
The second aspect of the social imaginary observed throughout the left-liberal budgetary
discourse is the construction of the future as prosperous. Specifically, this prosperous future is only
one which can be secured through the hard work of her citizens, or as finance minister Ryan
mentions in 1977, “Ireland will be as prosperous as her citizens are prepared to make her”71. The
following excerpt demonstrates this more clearly, employing the language of unified collective
effort which has been the source of past prosperity and now holds the key to the attainment of future
prosperity for the country and her peoples:
Our people have in the past decade achieved a great deal. Our economy has been
transformed. We have made a rapid transition from a predominantly agricultural economy to
a modern industrial State. Today, the products of our new factories, the products of Irish
skill and craftsmanship are on the markets of the world. The fruits of the economic advance
of the past decade are evident in higher living standards and a continuing improvement in
our social services, in health services and in educational opportunities. This Budget is
designed to protect the gains we have made and to ensure that all we have achieved does not
vanish in an inflationary whirlpool. It aims to get us back on course towards a soundly based
prosperity. We want to see real economic growth creating the new wealth which alone will
enable us to build a better, more humane and more enlightened society for all our people.72

71 Ryan, R. (1977, January 26). Budget, 1977. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1977-01-26/44
72 Colley, G. (1971, April 28). Budget, 1971. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1971-04-28/37
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Once again the issue of common good is intimately intertwined with a prosperous future, economic
growth and prosperity are constructed as necessary for achieving the desired goals of building a
more humane and enlightened society for all.
7.2.2 Subject Positions: Contraction into Community
The construction of subject positions within the left-liberal budgetary discourse are mostly
determined by a relative contraction of the social around the signifier community. Though other
subject positions exist, such as interest groups and the government, they exhibit a tendency to be coconstructed in the context of an overarching social subject, the community. There is an overarching
emphasis through this construction of community on cooperation in the face of shared challenges,
particularly inflation. The following quote offers a typical example of this phenomenon:
While the economic prospects for 1975 are not immediately encouraging, if the co-operation
of all sections of the community is forthcoming the difficulties can be overcome. While
these drawbacks must not be underrated, we must not be intimidated by them … Today's
budget is designed to foster the spirit of partnership and co-operation the country now
acutely needs and to build the confidence to set this nation once again on the path of
growing national prosperity.73
The tendency for opening and closing statements over this period to be shorter than the other
periods means that there is necessarily less information about the construction of subject positions
despite the fact that the period spans eight budgets, comparable to the final period between 2009 to
2015. Nevertheless, it is telling that the social is broadly constructed along the lines of the existence
of two antagonistic groups. The first is the community which is constructed as the subject of a
common good. The antagonistic subject is necessarily one who betrays the common good to pursue
particular interests, whether individual or those of an interest group.
73 Ryan, R. (1975, January 15). Budget, 1975. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1975-01-15/17
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7.3 The Breakdown of Left-Liberalism (1978-1982)
The breakdown of left-liberal budgetary discourse over the period from 1978 to 1982 is less
visible when examining the construction of social imaginaries and subject positions when compared
to the signifiers of economic progress, employment, fiscal policy and fairness discussed in the
preceding chapter. There is much similarity to the preceding period where a social imaginary based
around the idea of a common good is present, though there is a minor shift in the construction of the
future towards something which should be secured. Likewise, there is much similarity in the
construction of subject positions with a continued focus on the idea of the unifying subject of
community, though the unity starts to erode as more subject positions become apparent.
7.3.1 Social Imaginaries: Tension Between Common Good, Securing the Future and Sovereignty
As with the preceding period, the social imaginary employed over the course of the leftliberal budgetary discourse is built around the notion of a common good. This largely persists until
the end of 1980, after which there is a movement towards securing the future for younger
generations as well as preserving the sovereignty of the country. The first two points are shared with
the social imaginary of the preceding period, whilst the introduction of the issue of sovereignty
marks a point of difference.
The construction of the common good can be observed in the following quote by
O’Kennedy who argues that:
Each of us has a choice in relation to many of the additional taxes proposed today but no one
of us is entitled to a choice between community responsibility and self-interest. If the strong
assert themselves at the expense of the weak, we are all diminished and weakened. If, on the
other hand, we agree to accept standards which we can all respect, we will be united in a

159

Chapter 7. Qualitative Discourse Analysis of Opening and Closing Statements in Irish Budget
Speeches 1970-2015: Social Imaginaries and Subject Positions
common purpose. And we have a common purpose—guaranteeing the well-being and future
of all of our people.74
This social imaginary, one in which Irish society works towards the well-being of all its citizens and
there is a common purpose is a clear continuation from the preceding left-liberal discursive period.
If, as it is argued, the period from 1978-1982 is one in which we witness a dislocation and hence the
breakdown of the left-liberal budgetary discourse it is expected that we would witness such
continuity as was the case in the preceding chapter.
After 1980 we can observe more emphasis on the issue of securing the future through
sacrifice for future generations, though this is now decoupled from the previously dominant
Keynesian model of active fiscal policy. This phenomenon is shown in the following statement by
O’Kennedy who argues that:
Budget deficits are demoralising. They encourage the myth that one can spend what one has
not earned, and that it is right to ask the taxpayers of the future to pay the price of present
weakness and extravagance. It is our duty to ensure that there is a secure and prosperous
future for the children of this country. They will have neither prosperity nor security if we
continue to spend their birthright.
The main point of differentiation though is evidenced by the new tendency to construct a
social imaginary in the context of the issue of sovereignty. Debt is constructed as a threat to a vision
of the future of Irish society which is economically independent and self-reliant:
My main objective in framing this Budget has been to ensure that Ireland remains an
independent economy. The piling up of foreign debt to finance daily expenses is the

74 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
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negation of the principle of self-reliance, the principle of Sinn Féin, on which this State was
founded.75
The social imaginary of a threat to sovereignty depedent upon excessive foreign debt coincides with
the introduction of the emergent neoliberal discourse whereas the social imaginary based around a
common good coincides with the left-liberal budgetary discourse. Ultimately the left-liberal social
imaginary is abandoned and the emergent neoliberal social imaginary based on maintaining national
independence replaces it.
7.3.2 Subject Positions: Tension Between Community, Low Income Workers and the Vulnerable
The construction of subject positions shares a similar degree of continuity construction of
social imaginaries insofar as we witness a general tendency for continuity with the left liberal
budgetary discourse up to 1980, and then a deviation in the construction of subjectivity in the years
which follow. The collective subjectivity of ‘community’ dominates until 1980, continuing the
pattern of left-liberal budgetary discourse outlined in section 7.2.2. The collective subject position
of community once again demonstrates a tendency for the social to be condensed, though this time
the contraction takes place in the face of a degree of collective uncertainty. O’Kennedy once again
offers a clear example of this phenomenon, arguing that:
We must all ensure that this new burden, unwelcome though it may be, will be shouldered
evenly by all who can bear it. A progressive economic policy can only be implemented
through the collective commitment and action of all sections of the community. It must be
built on the firm foundation of a caring and sharing society, so that in overcoming the
immediate problems, we emerge more determined to achieve a healthy social and economic
order which we can all respect.76
75 Bruton, J. (1981, July 21). Budget, 1981, July. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0721/25
76 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
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As with the preceding period of left-liberalism, sectional interests are acknowledged but are
sublated into the idea of a broader collective subjectivity of the ‘community’ which strives to
achieve a common good, in this instance a society which is both caring and sharing towards its
citizenry.
After 1980 we witness a movement from this collective subjectivity which relies on a
contraction of the social, to a limited expansion of the social and the tendency to acknowledge more
subject positions. In particular two subject positions are discussed which are of interest; low income
workers and the vulnerable in society. Low income workers are discussed across the whole period
and the context in which low income workers are constructed changes, whilst the vulnerable in
society are discussed more frequently after 1980 as the emergent neoliberal budgetary discourse
comes to the fore.
The subject position of low-income workers is constructed in a diametrically opposite
manner during the breakdown of left-liberal budgetary discourse. First, low-income workers are
constructed as subjects who will be helped by an increase in taxation, specifically finance minister
Colley describes how he is taking a calculated risk in 1979 to “use a moderate increase in indirect
taxes to facilitate income redistribution and to protect the interests of the weaker sections of the
community, the unemployed and the lower paid.”77 This contrasts with finance minister
MacSharry’s market disciplinary approach where he argues in 1982 that:
The incentive to work has been increased. The new income tax relief for the low paid, the
family income supplement, the new profit sharing arrangements and the taxation of some
social welfare benefits will all tip the balance in favour of those who go out to work to help
support our community in this difficult time.78
77 Colley, G. (1979, February 7). Budget, 1979. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1979-0207/27
78 MacSharry, R. (1982, March 25). Budget, 1982, March. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1982-03-25/31
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This clear change in the construction of the subject position of the low paid worker from one who
requires assistance which will be funded through increases to indirect taxation, to a subject in need
of discipline and incentives is indicative of the breakdown of the left-liberal budgetary discourse.
There is also a shift towards an expansion of the social with subject positions such as
employers, families, households and taxpayers appearing over the course of the breakdown of the
left-liberal budgetary discourse. Of specific note though is the persistent use of ‘the vulnerable’ as a
subject position post 1980 which coincides with the emergent neoliberal budgetary discourse, the
start of a trend which continues in the decades to follow. This subject position arises in the context
of justifying cuts to public services as can be seen in the following example from 1981 by finance
minister Bruton who states that “we must act if we are to protect essential public and social
services, and guarantee real income increases to the needy. No one has a greater interest in the
continued solvency of the State than those who depend on it.”79
The dislocation outlined in Chapter 6, section 6.3 is once again reproduced in the analysis of
social imaginaries and subject positions lending further evidence that the years 1978 to 1982 are
indicative of a period of discursive dislocation. It is interesting to note though that the construction
of both social imaginaries and subject positions appear to give a clearer sense of when this
dislocation happens than the examination of broader signifiers of economic progress, employment
and fiscal policy. Specifically the dislocation appears to occur during 1980 as the construction of
social imaginaries and subject positions both change after this point, whereas there is much
vacillation and no decisive point which can be identified when examining the signifiers analysed in
Chapter 6.

79 Bruton, J. (1981, July 21). Budget, 1981, July. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1981-0721/25
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7.4 Soft-Neoliberalism (1983-2008)
The soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse observable in the opening and closing statements of
budget speeches between 1983 to 2008 is demonstrated by a break from the left-liberal social
imaginary based on a common good with a new social imaginary based around enterprise, fairness
and prosperity. It is also demonstrated by the break from the preceding periods as we observe a
significant expansion of the social to present a large number of subject positions where formerly
there was a strong tendency within the left-liberal budgetary discourse to focus on a contraction of
the social around the common subject position of community.
7.4.1 Social Imaginary: An Enterprising, Fair and Prosperous Society
One of the more surprising findings is that there is almost a total absence from 1983 to the
early 1990s of a social imaginary in the opening and closing statements of budget speeches
examined. In a sense it is a period in which the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse functions
without a vision of the way society should be. In the place of a social imaginary is an ideological
move towards acknowledging the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse as reality; this is difficult to
pinpoint through coding as it is an absence of a phenomenon. The following excerpt from finance
minister Reynolds in 1989 is indicative of this relative absence:
Difficult decisions have had to be made — and accepted. Attitudes have changed. As a
nation we have come to grips with the reality that the old ways of spending and borrowing
excessively were wrong, and that a new direction was needed. That new direction is
embodied in the policies and partnership agreed between the Government and the social
partners in the Programme for National Recovery. An essential element is continuing tight
control of the public finances and prudent management of the economy.80

80 Reynolds, A. (1989, January 25). Budget, 1989. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1989-0125/19
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As the early 1990s unfold we witness the emergence of a social imaginary proper within the
soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse. The most radical break from the preceding periods is the
introduction of enterprising themes into this social imaginary; what emerges is a vision of a society
in which enterprise should be encouraged as it will help to “build a fairer … and more innovative
society”81. The clearest example of this aspect of the soft-neoliberal social imaginary can be seen in
the following excerpt by finance minister Quinn in 1996 who makes the case that:
Enterprise creates work and generates wealth. It is the central energy in each of us that
develops our society by applying our skills and talents to meet the needs of both our own
markets and the markets of the rest of the world. It involves risk, effort and judgment, as
well as skill, dedication and integrity. We need to promote enterprise throughout our society
in both the public and private sectors.82
Enterprise thus acts as the driving force behind societal betterment within the soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse and plays a key role in the construction of the image of what society is and
should constitute.
The next aspect of the soft-neoliberal social imaginary involves the movement from the
vision of a common good for all citizens towards the vision of building a fairer country. This might
seem to the reader to border on pedantry, but the change in meaning is important. It signifies a shift
away from a social imaginary based on a universal common good towards a narrower social
imaginary which is content to relieve the effects of inequality as much as possible. It is an important
part of the soft characteristic of soft-neoliberalism as the vision of society is not explicitly
Malthusian, yet there is a distinct shift towards an acceptance of inequality which should be
ameliorated.
81 Cowen, B. (2005, July 12). Budget, 2006. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2005-12-07/31/
82 Quinn, R. (1996, January 23). Budget, 1996. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1996-0123/12
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Finance minister McCreevy offers a very succinct example of this in 2000 when he states
that “my next budget will complete our programme so that Ireland continues into the 21st century as
a prosperous, fair and caring nation”83. Finance minister Ahern also helps to convey the importance
of social partnership to the fulfilment of this aspect of the soft-neoliberal social imaginary in 1993,
where employment in conjunction with social partnership is characterised as a key aspects to the
government’s “commitment to achieving a fair and just society.”84
7.4.2 Subject Positions: Expansion of the Social
The overall tendency is to see a significant expansion of the social within the soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse; codes pertaining to an expansion of the social outnumber those which
represent a contraction of the social by almost four to one. Where the collective subject position of
community played a dominant role within the left-liberal budgetary discourse, a myriad of subject
positions are acknowledged within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse as observed in the
opening and closing statements analysed here.
We can observe that families and low income workers, the underprivileged, vulnerable, and
pensioners are relatively common subject positions constructed throughout the opening and closing
statements. The threads which binds them together are the ways in which the budget will improve
the lives of these different groups. This indicates that within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse
there is a clear tendency to acknowledge the social as complex and fragmented as opposed to simple
and relatively unified, provided the means are available to do so. This final point is evidenced by
the fact that many of the subject positions only come to the fore in the early 1990s with the
exception of low-income workers.

83 McCreevy, C. (2000, December 6). Budget, 2001 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2000-1206/19
84 Ahern, B. (1993, February 24). Budget, 1993. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1993-0224/24
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Two of the more prominent subject positions discussed throughout the soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse include families and low income workers. The market disciplinary approach
which emerged during the breakdown of left-liberal budgetary discourse continues throughout the
soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse. Low income workers have a tendency to be constructed as
subjects who will be both helped and incentivised to work, often through income tax incentives.
This is a direct continuation from the emergent neoliberal discourse which appears during the
preceding breakdown of the left-liberal budgetary discourse after 1980. A clear example of this
phenomenon can be seen in the following excerpt by finance minister Dukes who argues in 1985
that:
Despite the severe constraints on the public finances in recent years, the Government have
protected the incomes of the less well off and introduced important improvements. Real
rates of income support have improved in the past couple of years. Today's budget measures
will maintain that momentum. These needs will be met and employment will be promoted
by three of the central features of today's budget. The first is a radical change in the income
tax structure, incorporating
— a reduction in the number of tax rates to three: 35 per cent, 48 per cent and 60 per cent;
— a substantial widening of the 35 per cent tax band;
— abolition of the present top rate;
— increases in personal and other allowances; and
— reductions in tax liability all the way through the income scale for both single and
married taxpayers.85

85 Dukes, A., M. (1985, January 30). Budget, 1985. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1985-0130/13
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This continues throughout the soft-neoliberal period where the focus on improving positions of low
income workers is directed towards real income rather than increased wages on the grounds that
lower wages improve or maintain the competitiveness of Irish labour.
As the mention of married taxpayers suggests, families are constructed in a very similar
manner and often in the same context as low income workers. These subjects tend to be constructed
in the context of how their lives will be improved by the budget through tax reforms, often related
to income tax, as evidenced in the following statement by finance minister Ahern in 1994:
Nevertheless, a reform programme of income taxation entailing a broadening of the tax base
in order to help improve the net income position of many taxpayers, has been in progress
over some years now. By enhancing the take-home pay of workers, this has helped to reduce
cost pressures, underpinning lower inflation and better competitiveness. At the same time, it
has created a general climate more conducive to effort, enterprise and job-creation. The
process is a continuing one. Today's budget will make further significant progress in the
same direction, paying particular attention to the position of low and middle income groups,
especially families.86
Where the left-liberal budgetary discourse constructs a common good and a collective subject, the
soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse identifies workers and families, often explicitly as taxpayers,
whose positions will be improved by reforms to income taxation. The social positions
acknowledged in the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse can largely been broken down into two
categories, those who work and require support through income tax incentives and those who are in
need of social protection.
The underprivileged and vulnerable are subject positions constructed within the softneoliberal budgetary discourse which require protection. These subject positions are not entirely
86 Ahern, B. (1994, January 26). Budget, 1994. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1994-0126/11
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separate from that of the low-income worker as in the case where a budget “supports the incomes of
the vulnerable. It keeps taxes low for working people and it helps home buyers and the housing
market.”87 The vulnerable subject in this instance is the low-paid worker who cannot afford a
mortgage. Other times the construction of who is vulnerable is vague enough to possibly refer to
those also dependent on social welfare, as in the case of the generic claim that “we must safeguard
the vulnerable in the society.”88 Where it is clearer is in the context of those who are underprivileged
or disadvantaged and thus require some sort of aid as seen in the following quote by Reynolds
I have always stressed that disadvantaged people in our society should benefit from any
economic progress we achieve. That, again, is going to be one of my priorities today. A
budget must have a social dimension. It must give expression to our responsibility for the
welfare of all our people and today's budget will address key aspects of social policy. Of
course it is not possible, no matter how much we would wish it were possible, to make
progress on all fronts within the limited resources we have. Thus, today's budget is a
balanced package of measures designed to make the most of the resources available to us.89
Despite employing the unitary concept of the welfare of all people, it is clear from the manner in
which the above is presented that the focus is typical of the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse in
which limited resources must be prioritised for those in most need; we do not thus see a return to
the idea of a single social subject pursuing a shared common good.
The last subject position which is prevalent within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse is
that of the elderly or pensioners who are largely constructed as subjects in need of care and thus
appear alongside the vulnerable and underprivileged. A succinct and typical example of this is
87 Cowen, B. (2007, December 5). Budget, 2008. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2007-1205/30
88 McCreevy, C. (2001, December 5). Budget, 2002 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2001-1205/19
89 Reynolds, A. (1990, January 31). Budget, 1990. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1990-0131/32
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presented by finance minister McCreevy who in 1998 makes the case that “fairness demands that
we should use this opportunity to benefit those who have not done as well as most of us in recent
years, in particular, the old and the lower paid.”90
Within the opening and closing speeches of the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse, many
subject positions are acknowledged and addressed but it is of interest to note that the most prevalent
subject positions can broadly be reduced to two categories; taxpayers and vulnerable people worthy
of care. It is also of interest to note that a large growth in the multiplicity of subject positions comes
to the fore around the start of the Celtic Tiger in in the early 1990s. This points to a tendency that
the desire for subject positions to be acknowledged within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse
may be dependent to a large degree on a government’s ability to address the needs of these different
subject positions. This is a tendency which appears to carry into the ensuing period of neoliberal
austerity which witnesses a rapid contraction in the prevalence of subject positions.
7.5 Neoliberal Austerity (2009-2015)
The final discursive period, neoliberal austerity (2009-2015), is also observable by the
changes to the construction of social imaginaries and subject positions. The enterprising, fair and
prosperous social imaginary of the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse is replaced by a social
imaginary constructed through signifiers of stability and sovereignty, we also witness a return of the
concept of the common good. The construction of subject positions also change quite radically,
where we witness a sudden contraction of the social in opposition to the preceding period. The softneoliberal budgetary discourse does not undergo an extended period of breakdown as witnessed
with the left-liberal budgetary discourse; the shift to a neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse is a
clean break. As mentioned in section 6.5 we witness a quantitative change between neoliberal

90 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland.
http://www.budget.gov.ie/Budgets/1999/Documents/budget_speech_1999.doc
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discourses rather than a qualitative change from a neoliberal discourse to a counter-hegemonic
discourse which may explain the rapid resolution of this initial dislocation.
7.5.1 Social Imaginaries: Stability and Return of the Common Good Through National Interest
and Sovereignty
One of the more common signifiers associated with visions of the future in the neoliberal
austerity budgetary discourse is that of stability, referenced directly as in the case of aiming “to
restore order and stability in the public finances91 or through euphemisms such as sending a signal
to international markets that “we are able and willing to put our own house in order.”92 Through
these articulations society is constructed as being in a current state of instability, a problem which
must be dealt with to restore a sense of order.
Other important signifiers to the social imaginary of the neoliberal austerity budgetary
discourse include the idea of a common good which is constructed through the signification of a
national interest. The use of nationalist signifiers is also seen through various articulations which
seek to construct the Troika bailout as a loss of sovereignty which must be remedied by returning to
international bond markets to finance government debt.
The construction of society serving a common good comes once again to the forefront,
though this time through a distinctly nationalist lens in which patriotism and existential struggle for
the life of the nation are invoked. This differs distinctly from the construction of a common good of
the left-liberal budgetary discourse outlined in 7.2.1 and 7.3.1, each of which outlined a focus on
the common good as the well-being of all citizens. The following excerpts by finance minister
Lenihan in 2008 and 2009 demonstrate this appeal to nationalism by constructing the budget as

91 Lenihan, B. (2008, October 14). Budget, 2009. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2008-1014/6
92 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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serving the interests of the country of as a whole, and not the interests of specific interest groups; a
point which must be understood in the context of the breakdown of social partnership.
This budget serves no vested interest. Rather, it provides an opportunity for us all to pull
together and play our part according to our means so that we can secure the gains, which
have been the achievement of the men and women of this country. It is no less than a call to
patriotic action.93
We are now facing the challenge of this nation’s life. This is a time to set aside those narrow,
sectional interests. Yes, we must be fair and I believe we have been fair. But now is the time
for the common good to prevail.94
In relation to the loss of sovereignty, society is constructed as being under the yoke of the
TTroika bailout and cannot be free until it exits said bailout program; as finance minister Noonan
puts it in 2013 “hundreds of onerous conditions were attached to the loans; Ireland lost its
sovereignty and the Troika came to Ireland.”95 The issue of sovereignty is not constructed as being a
result of excessive indebtedness per se as the solution to a lack of sovereignty is found in
refinancing the national debt “to fund ourselves fully through the international markets in a
sustainable way at competitive interest rates.”96 This construction of sovereignty differs
significantly from that presented during the breakdown of the left-liberal budgetary discourse from
1978-1982 where the issue of sovereignty hinged on excess foreign debt and self-reliance and not
simply exiting a bailout programme.

93 Lenihan, B. (2008, October 14). Budget, 2009. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2008-1014/6
94 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7
95 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
96 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
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The social imaginary which emerges throughout the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse
is thus one in which the vision of society is unified in a time of crisis and sectional interests are set
aside for the common good in a struggle to regain and maintain national sovereignty. This powerful
imagery provides meaning to the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse, much of which was
unpopular at the time, and is constructed in the context of collective pain as outlined in section
6.5.3. This return of the common good and diminishment of sectional interests coincides with the
next section, a contraction of the social or reduction of subject positions.
7.5.2 Subject Positions: Contraction Into The People
The signifiers pertaining to subject positions change considerably between the preceding
period of soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse and the current period of neoliberal austerity
budgetary discourse. Where codes pertaining to an expansion of the social were almost four times
more prevalent in the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse, the neoliberal austerity budgetary
discourse exhibits almost twice as many codes pertaining to a contraction of the social. This
indicates a radical reduction in the number of subject positions discussed in the opening and closing
statements. The construction of subject positions is distinctly populist with a reduction of many
complex subject positions to the prominent category of the people.
As one expects in a populist discourse, subject positions within the social are largely
reduced to the people and successive governments attempt to construct their actions as being in the
interests of the people, sometimes qualified as the Irish people. The people is an empty signifier
which acts as a universal; by encompassing everybody it refers to no group in particular (Laclau,
1990). This allows statements such as the following to be made in which it is argued that politics are
being made “more transparent, more accountable and designed to secure the best outcome for the
Irish people.”97 The diverse and often incompatible interests of different social groups are thus
97 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
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homogenised under the construction of a single, unified subject. Structurally, from a discoursetheoretical perspective this is an example of populism par excellence.
Post 2011 there is a shift towards a clearer division of the social into two antagonistic camps
with the government and the people on one side and the former FF led government on the other.
Sometimes this is directly articulated but more frequently it is represented as being between the
people and the incumbent FG led government standing in an antagonistic relationship to the former
government is implied, as in the case that “Irish people will not thank anybody who forgets and
repeats the mistakes of the past. As we enter a new era in Irish history, that is this Government’s
commitment to the Irish people.”98 The mistakes in question refer to the idea that “the people of
Ireland have paid a very high price for this mismanagement of the economy. Personal wealth has
been destroyed, thousands of people are sinking into poverty, emigration has returned and
unemployment is far too high.”99 The contraction of the social is not restricted only to the post-2011
budgets, the people emerges as a unitary subject position prior to the FG led coalition. It is only
after 2011 that economic mismanagement is laid at the feet of the former FF led governments which
enables this antagonistic relationship between the people and prior governments to emerge.
7.6 Conclusion
From the analysis of opening and closing statements there are no general rules which govern
the expansion or contraction of subject positions in line with specific discourses. The author had
anticipated that left-liberal and neoliberal discourses would exhibit tendencies, with a contraction of
subject positions for the former and expansion for the latter. The reality has proven to be much less
simple and consequently more interesting. Table 7.1 offers an overview of the changes relating to
the construction of social imaginaries and subject positions.
98 Noonan, M. (2014, October 14). Budget, 2015. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2014-1014/5
99 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
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Through each of the discursive periods the social imaginary changes in content but also
offers an interesting level of continuity in form. Prosperity and the existence of a common good are
frequent themes whilst the issue of sovereignty emerges during times of crisis, yet there are also
important distinctions as the common good of the left-liberal budgetary discourse is not the same
common good constructed within the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse; the former focuses
on common welfare and the latter tends to focus on constructions of a national good and sacrifice.
Likewise the manner in which sovereignty is constructed differs greatly between the breakdown of
left-liberalism and the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse with the former focusing specifically
on the expansion of unsustainable foreign debt, whilst the latter is constructed in the limited context
of the Troika bailout.
The prevalence of subject positions in the opening and closing sections of budget statements
starts with a narrow focus on a unifying subject position, community, within the left-liberal
budgetary discourse from 1970-1977. This expands slowly as the left-liberal budgetary discourse
breaks down from 1978-1982 to prominently include the discussion of other subject positions such
as low-income workers and the vulnerable, not just community. By the time the soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse is established as hegemonic from 1983-2008 there are a large range of subject
positions which are discussed in the opening and closing statements of the budget speeches,
including families, low-income workers, pensioners, the vulnerable and those who are
underprivileged. These subject positions are presented as having diverse needs which must be
recognised and addressed, a task which can only be accomplished by pursuing the soft-neoliberal
model of economic progress as outlined in chapter 6 section 6.4.1.
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Table 7.1
Discursive periods and the changing constructions of social imaginaries and subject positions
Period

Social Imaginary

Subject Positions

Left-liberal-

The existence of a common good

Contracted around the signifier Community to cre-

ism (1970-

based on the welfare of all citizens

ate a sense of unity and shared collective interests.

1977)

and a prosperous future.

Breakdown of Movement from a common good

Moderately expanded. Community plays a contin-

left-liberalism based on the welfare of all citizens to- ued role but is eventually displaced by recognition
(1978-1982)

wards securing the future and main-

of the particular interests of low income workers

taining sovereignty.

and the vulnerable.

Soft-neoliber- The creation of an enterprising, fair

Significantly expanded to include families and low

alism (1983-

income workers, the underprivileged, vulnerable,

and prosperous society.

2008)

and pensioners.

Neoliberal

Regaining stability, maintaining sov-

Significantly contracted into the people in an at-

austerity

ereignty and the construction of com- tempt to create a sense of unity and shared common

(2009-2015)

mon good as the national interest.

interests.

Note. Author’s summary of analysis presented in Chapter 7.

This significant expansion of subject positions is then reduced once again in a very stark
manner with the rapid contraction into the signifier the people. Whilst there are a number of other
less frequent signifiers at play during the neoliberal austerity period, the focus is predominantly on
this dominant, unifying and empty signifier which reduces the complexity of subject positions and
their respective interests in society to a single point.
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The construction of social imaginaries and subject positions appear to be a distinctly
strategic actions related to the underlying political contingencies. Both social imaginaries and
subject positions are relatively stable for the periods examined, with the exception of the anomaly
between 1983-1993 in which there is little evidence of a social imaginary presented in the opening
and closing statements. Whilst there is relative stability throughout the periods analysed it cannot be
said that there is a general tendency for specific discourses such as variations of the neoliberal
discourse to adhere inherently to either an expansion or a contraction of subject positions or to a
fixed social imaginary.
In conclusion this chapter and the preceding chapter have empirically demonstrated that
there is a clear discursive structure to the opening and closing statements presented within Irish
budget speeches delivered from 1970-2015. The following chapter employs the periodisation
presented throughout the preceding chapters to analyse keywords for the entirety of the budget
speeches, not just the opening and closing statements. In doing so it demonstrates both the overall
accuracy of the analysis presented here and provides further insights into the discourses which
structure Irish budget speeches over this 45 year period.

177

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses

178

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
8.1 Introduction
This chapter has a number of aims in order to contribute to answering the research questions
of this thesis as outlined in Chapter 5 section 5.2. These are restated as follows: What discourses are
employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015? How are these discourses structured? How
are social imaginaries and subject positions constructed through these discourses? The close reading
of Chapter 6 partially addresses the first questions by arguing the discourses used in Irish budget
speeches from 1970 to 2015 varied over time according to the following four discursive periods:
1. Left-Liberal (1970-1977).
2. Breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982).
3. Soft neoliberal (1983-2008).
4. Neoliberal austerity (2009-2015).
Chapter 6 also identified key signifiers of economic progress, employment, fiscal policy and
fairness whose signifieds shifted over these periods. The close reading presented in Chapter 7
argued that each of the budgetary discourses varied in the construction of social imaginaries and
subject positions over the course of these distinct periods.
Using corpus linguistic methods the present chapter examines if the aforementioned
discursive periods, derived from close reading of the opening and closing statements of budget
speeches, is consistent with an analysis of the entire corpus of budget speeches. This is explored
over subsections 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 and 8.5 which analyse how salient keywords change in terms of both
the signifiers as well as the change of signifieds across these proposed periods. The chapter also
examines whether the construction of these keywords supports the features identified from the
close-readings and elaborates upon our understandings of the budgetary discourses used over the
course of this 45 year period.
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8.2 Left-Liberal Discourse (1970-1977)
A keyword analysis of the period of left-liberal discourse which orders the budget speeches
from 1970 to 1977 produces the results observable in Table 8.1. Before examining the keywords in
greater detail, some important observations should be noted from Table 8.1. Three keywords are
unique to this period; prices, expenditure and agreement. One might be unsurprised to find
expenditure and prices in the context of increased expenditure and concern about inflation. The
appearance of agreement as a keyword is also of interest to note. One might expect to witness more
conciliatory articulations based around the signifier agreement from within a left-liberal discourse
and this is the case given the prevalence of articulations regarding national pay agreements.

Table 8.1
Keywords of the period of left-liberalism (1970-1977)
Rank
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Frequency
807
449
178
115
316
274
461
307
135
366

Keyness (G2)
453.79
304.74
286.69
260.95
244.81
235.44
232.33
223.38
192.97
187

Keyword
million
increase
prices
st
expenditure
increases
cent
economic
agreement
income

Note. Author’s calculation using Antconc (Anthony, 2014).

The keyword st results from the tendency to introduce certain measures on the 1st of a given
month. A desire to explicitly state the moment upon which particular budgetary measures come into
effect is particular to the period in question due to its frequency but offers no more substantial
insights beyond this observation. The keyword cent occurs frequently in the context of ‘per cent’, a
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term which occurs frequently in relation to quantifying levels of expenditure and tax rates, issues
which are addressed by other keywords. For these reasons, the keywords st and cent are omitted
from the analysis. Increases occurs in many different contexts but of particular note is the tendency
for increases to co-occur with prices signifying inflationary concerns.
Keyword analysis yields surface-level observations about the usage of words in budget
speeches. In order to attain a deeper understanding of how these keywords are used, we now turn to
an examination of the context informed by concordance analysis.
8.2.1 Million
Million is a word key to three of the four discursive periods examined, yet the context in
which it is employed is different for each period. Million is constructed in relation to deficits and
revenues as one might expect from a text of this genre concerned with offering a quantitative
assessment of the state’s finances. More importantly for the purpose of analysing discourse, there is
a tendency to construct million in the context of increases in costs and expenditure as seen in Figure
8.1 which offers a small snapshot of KWIC concordance output for 1975 alone.
Figure 8.1
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword million in
conjunction with increases in public expenditure

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

181

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
The length of budget speeches over the course of the left-liberal discourse tends to be much
shorter and decidedly more matter of fact than more modern budget speeches. Accordingly there is
less material, even when comparable periods of time are analysed. This is particularly true in the
construction of million.
8.2.2 Increase, Increases and Prices
The keywords increase and increases will be treated together given that the latter is simply
the plural of the former and they will be discussed in relation to the keyword prices. The context in
which both keywords are discussed is split between articulations concerned with inflationary
problems arising from increasing prices, and articulations concerned with increasing some form of
public expenditure. With regards to the latter, one observes significant overlap between the
preceding keyword, million, and the construction of increases in public expenditure both capital and
current. Figures 8.2 and 8.3 demonstrate these points respectively.

Figure 8.2
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword increase in
conjunction with the issue of prices

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
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Figure 8.3
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword increase in
conjunction with matters of public expenditure

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The keyword increase is also constructed prominently in the context of pay increases related to
issues of inflation and competitiveness. There is a tendency during this period to construct pay
increases as unreasonable or excessive. The following quote by Taoiseaich Jack Lynch delivering
the budget speech for 1970 offers an example of this perspective, arguing that
It was announced that the Minister for Industry and Commerce, when considering
applications for price increases, would disallow increases in labour costs attributable to pay
increases in excess of 7 per cent ... In this way, the Government are trying to protect the
consumer from having to bear the full cost of excessive pay increases.100
The keyword prices is overwhelmingly constructed in the context of increasing or rising
prices and situated within the larger context of inflationary pressure. This is particularly apparent
from the following comment by finance minister Ryan who warns in 1974 that “most economic
commentators are agreed that the average rise in consumer prices this year will not be less than 14
per cent”101.

100 Lynch, J. (1970, April 22). Budget, 1970. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1970-04-22/30
101 Ryan, R. (1974, April 3). Budget, 1974. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1974-04-03/26
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8.2.3 Expenditure
Expenditure is a keyword unique to the left-liberal period of budgetary discourse. Figure 8.4
demonstrates a vast array of concerns related to expenditure, often in the context of increasing or
funding public expenditure.

Figure 8.4
KWIC concordance output demonstrating the many focuses of ‘expenditure’

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Expenditure, whether capital or current, is overwhelmingly constructed in the context of being
beneficial or a necessary function of the state. Expenditure is also frequently discussed in relation to
matters of social insurance and social welfare, as seen in Figure 8.5. This indicates a strong concern
for the provision of social services consistent with a left-liberal discourse, to the extent that finance
minister Ryan argues in 1976 that “social welfare expenditure requires no apology”102.

102 Ryan, R. (1976, January 28). Budget, 1976. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1976-01-28/32
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Figure 8.5
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword expenditure in
conjunction with matters of social insurance and welfare

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

As will be observed in the other non-left-liberal periods of budgetary discourse, the large quantity
of instances concerning the provision or increase of various forms of expenditure is relatively
unique to the left-liberal period of discourse. The following statement from 1973 by finance
minister Ryan is typical of the view during this period that increasing current expenditure can have
a beneficial stimulus effect on the economy, arguing that “current expenditure was set at a high
level and this, together with improved personal income tax reliefs, acted as a reflationary
stimulus”103. This is a unique argument to the period of left-liberalism based around the idea of
active fiscal policy as previously noted in section 6.2.1.
8.2.4 Economic
The keyword economic is often employed in the context of growth and development with
the desire to increase or improve both. Of more relevance to the assertion that the given period is
structured by a left-liberal discourse is the tendency to construct the economic in conjunction with
the social, whether in the context of achieving “a proper balance between economic advancement

103 Ryan, R. (1973, May 16). Budget, 1973. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1973-05-16/52
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and social progress”104 or referring to a policy “designed to achieve steady advance on the social
and economic fronts”105. This tendency can be clearly observed in Figure 8.6.

Figure 8.6
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword economic in
conjunction with social concerns

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

There is also a tendency to construct the economic, specifically the issue of increasing economic
activity or growth in relation to public expenditure. The following statement made in 1977 by
finance minister Ryan demonstrates this tendency clearly:
the Government's budgetary aim for 1976 would be to use public expenditure, within the
real constraints on resources, to stimulate economic activity and that in order to achieve this
current expenditure would be pruned where it did not contribute significantly to increased
economic activity in order to free resources for growth and job creation.106
As a whole, we can summarise that the word economic over the course of the left-liberal discourse
(1970-1977) is constructed in the context of seeking to increase and advance economic growth
through public expenditure whilst also advancing social progress.

104 Ryan, R. (1977, January 26). Budget, 1977. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1977-01-26/44
105 Colley, G. (1972, April 19). Budget, 1972. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1972-04-19/19
106 Ryan, R. (1977, January 26). Budget, 1977. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1977-01-26/44
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8.2.5 Agreement
Agreement arises as a keyword predominantly in the context of the phrase national pay
agreement as observable in Figure 8.7. The prevalence of agreement is unsurprising to find in this
period of left-liberal discourse in light of prior analysis in 6.2.2 which pointed to the prevalence of
national pay agreements playing a role in the construction of employment.

Figure 8.7
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword agreement in the
context of national pay agreements.

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The context in which pay agreements are constructed is found to be largely in relation to the
issue of combatting inflation. The analysis therefore adds to prior analysis presented in section 6.2
that a Keynesian cost-push theory of inflation underpins the period of left liberal discourse from
1970 to 1977. This leads us to the next signifer, income which demonstrates this same point.
8.2.6 Income
Finally, income is also constructed in the context of inflation as seen by the numerous
statements calling for moderation or restraint concerning demands for increases in income as
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demonstrated in Figure 8.8. Income is also constructed in other contexts, notably earned income
relief, a form of tax relief on earned income particular to the era.

Figure 8.8
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword income in the context
of restraint and moderation of income

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

It is interesting to observe that there is a strong tendency, shared with other periods, to
construct taxes on income as something which the government should offer relief from. The period
of left-liberal discourse sees numerous proposals to reduce tax on income as one can observe from
Figure 8.9. The following excerpt by Taoiseach Jack Lynch in 1970 offers a typical example of such
statements in which he argues that “I propose to introduce a new feature in the earned income relief
which will give a minimum allowance of £125 for single and widowed persons and £225 for
married couples.”107

107 Lynch, J. (1970, April 22). Budget, 1970. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1970-04-22/30

188

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
Figure 8.9
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword income in the context
of income tax reduction

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

8.2.7 Summarising the Left-Liberal Discourse (1970-1977)
The combination of keyword and concordance analyses show that the budget speeches in the
years 1970 to 1977 are structured by a left-liberal discourse as initially posited from the analysis
presented in chapters 6 and 7. A summary of the tendencies towards semantic meaning for each of
the respective keywords can be seen in Table 8.2. Growth throughout this period is constructed in
relation to the idea that deficit expenditure can act as a form of economic stimulus, a concept of
expansionary fiscal policy. The issue of growth is also intimately linked to the matter of social
progress, with the two issues often raised in the context of advancing social and economic progress.
The corpus linguistic analysis shows that employment as a concept is tangentially constructed in
relation to national pay agreements from 1970 to 1977, the main preoccupation of which is the issue
of inflation.
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Table 8.2
Semantic meaning tendencies of keywords during the period of left liberal discourse (1970-1977)
Keywords

Semantic meaning tendency

Million

As technical accounts of increased public expenditure.

Increase

As beneficial increased public expenditure and concerns about increasing inflation.

Expenditure

As beneficial public expenditure.

Economic

As active fiscal policy and the construction of economic in the context of social
concern.

Agreement

As national pay agreements, beneficial for combating inflation.

Income

As income moderation necessary for combating inflation.

Note. Author’s interpretation.

Regarding the construction of public expenditure, we can observe from the analysis of the
left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) that there is a strong tendency to discuss public expenditure in the
context of calls for its increase. There is also a strong tendency to emphasise the social obligations
of the state from 1970 to 1977 in relation to public expenditure. Social expenditure is not
constructed as antagonistic to economic growth as can be witnessed in those instances of neoliberal
budgetary discourse which follow.
Finally, the issue of economic recovery is not prominent from 1970 to 1977. Instead, the main
economic concern which permeates the period is that of inflation, an issue which is addressed at
length in the following section. As a whole, the corpus linguistic analysis affirms the initial
proposition that budget speeches delivered in the years from 1970 to 1977 are structured by a leftliberal discourse.
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One of the benefits of keyword analysis is its capacity to uncover patterns of language usage
which may not be obvious when presented with large quantities of data. This is quite apparent for a
number of other periods yet when examining the years from 1970 to 1977 little emerges from the
corpus linguistic analysis which hasn’t been revealed from the close readings in Chapters 6 and 7. A
small exception emerges in relation to the importance of the signifier agreement, largely constructed
in the context of pay agreement.
The initial close-reading of opening and closing statements presented in Chapters 6 and 7
does not indicate the importance of pay agreements to this period of discourse. In Chapter 6 section
6.2.2 national pay agreements are shown to be articulated in the context of employment but it is not
apparent from the close reading that pay agreements play a key role within the discourse as a whole,
as the keyword analysis presented here suggests.
8.3 Breakdown of Left-Liberal Discourse (1978-1982)
The period in which we observe a breakdown of left-liberal budgetary discourse takes place
over five years, during which seven budgets are delivered; 1981 and 1982 each providing a
supplementary budget for analysis in addition to the annual budget. We might expect to see a
movement away from the keywords presented in the preceding left-liberal discourse, as well as a
change in the meaning of any shared keywords; possibly with a new focus on matters pertaining to
a reduction of the deficit and a shift away from expenditure which dominated the preceding period.
This is exactly what can be observed in Table 8.3 in which deficit, tax and borrowing emerge as
keywords absent from the preceding period.
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Table 8.3
Keywords for the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982)
Rank
Frequency
Keyness (G2)
1
739
480.29
2
538
327.47
3
671
252.9
4
358
221.04
5
403
217.17
6
164
188.85
7
215
167.33
8
196
155.25
9
137
146.46
10
187
144.7
Note. Author’s calculation using Antconc (Anthony, 2014).

Keyword
million
government
tax
increase
cent
borrowing
increases
taxation
deficit
revenue

As stated, further analysis is required to position the keywords in their respective contexts. For the
purpose of brevity, the keywords increase and increases are treated together, as are the keywords
tax and taxation.
8.3.1 Million
As with the preceding period of left-liberal discourse, million emerges as the most key word
from the analysis, yet the context in which million is employed has changed greatly. One of the
most prominent uses of the word million occurs in conjunction with articulations concerning
measures projected to yield specific amounts of revenue to the exchequer.
This can be observed in Figures 8.10 and 8.11 respectively, contrasting starkly with the
preceding period which exhibited a strong tendency to construct million in the context of
expenditure increases.
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Figure 8.10
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword million in the context
of increased tax yields

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Figure 8.11
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword million in the context
of projected increases in revenue

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

This signifies a clear change in meaning during the period from 1978 to 1982 where we witness the
breakdown of left-liberal discourse. The focus of million shifts towards increasing revenues for the
exchequer rather than being constructed in the context of expenditure.
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8.3.2 Government
The appearance of government as a keyword is of interest as it provides a concrete,
collective subject for analysis absent from the keywords produced in the analysis of the left-liberal
discourse shown in Table 8.1. This subject is constructed as committed and decisive to whatever
course of action it chooses to pursue, as seen in Figure 8.12.

Figure 8.12
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of the need to express commitment towards a course of action

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Other states of being for the collective subject of government include concern and satisfaction about
particular issues or actions which have been taken, though the overarching pattern emerges as one
of collective rather than individual responsibility for budgetary measures.
8.3.3 Tax
One of the most revealing keywords for the discursive period which outlines the breakdown
of left-liberal discourse is tax. As may be expected from the importance placed on reducing budget
deficits, tax is constructed in the context of increasing tax. While increasing tax is not unique to
left-liberal budgetary discourse, it emerges as a keyword at that moment when increased
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expenditure and deficit spending are superseded by calls for the elimination of deficits. The
emergence of the keyword at this point in time is supportive of the disintegration of the left-liberal
discourse witnessed in the preceding period. The tendency to construct tax in the context of
increasing tax is particularly observable in relation to indirect tax increases on inelastic goods such
as alcoholic beverages, cigarettes and petrol as seen in Figure 8.13.

Figure 8.13
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
tax increases

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Tax is also often constructed in the context of tax relief, though not in wholly positive manner as
one tends to witness in the periods which follow. Figure 8.14 offers a number of fragments which
construct tax relief in a negative light, unsurprising given the emphasis placed on reducing the
budget deficit within the current period. In summary, the general context in which tax is constructed
during the breakdown of left-liberal discourse is one which states the necessity of increasing taxes
to reduce budget deficits.
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Figure 8.14
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
an increasing hostility to tax relief

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

8.3.4 Increase
In the preceding period of left-liberalism increase was contextualised by articulations
concerning inflation and public expenditure, now it is contextualised by articulations concerning
tax, employment and a more narrow focus on weekly welfare subsidies. Evidence of this can be
seen in Figures 8.15, 8.16 and 8.17 respectively.

Figure 8.15
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword increase in the
context of increasing particular duties

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
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The emphasis on increasing tax is once again reiterated in the context of increasing particular duties
for goods and services. This is included to stress the importance of tax increases to budgetary
discourse during the period in question.
Social issues also feature in the contextualisation of the keyword increase, namely the desire
to increase employment as well as increases to the weekly provision of various welfare payments.
Figure 8.16 demonstrates how increasing employment is a key focus within budget speeches over
this period while Figure 8.17 demonstrates how, despite calls for reducing the budget deficit, a
focus on providing increases to specific forms of social welfare persists over this period of
transition.

Figure 8.16
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword increase in the
context of the need to increase employment

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

There is observable tension between the desire to increase taxes in order to reduce the budget deficit
and the desire to increase welfare subsidies. This tension is to be expected during the breakdown of
left-liberal discourse which acts as a transition period.

197

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
Figure 8.17
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword increase in the
context of weekly welfare subsidies

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

8.3.5 Borrowing
Borrowing is a keyword unique to the breakdown of left-liberal discourse. When examining
the context in which it occurs we witness an overwhelming tendency to construct the word in
relation to the need to reduce borrowing. Figure 8.18 demonstrates the emphasis placed on reducing
exchequer borrowing, a marked difference from the preceding period which advocated running
current account deficits to induce growth.

Figure 8.18
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword borrowing in the
context of reducing borrowing

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
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Ireland’s borrowing is constructed as unsustainable, placing the burden of funding today’s public
expenditure on the heads of future generations. Minister for Finance Michael O’Kennedy offers an
explicit example of this rationale, arguing that
a major constraint on the Government's room for manoeuvre this year has been the need to
reduce the Exchequer borrowing requirement … I am determined to ensure that the burden
on the taxpayer for debts created to pay for current services will not continue to grow
indefinitely. We cannot ask the taxpayer of tomorrow to pay for the services we require
today.108
We thus observe new articulations in which borrowing to fund current expenditure is no
longer constructed as a means of economic stimulus, but as “socially unfair and economically
irresponsible”109. This marks a distinct shift from the preceding period of left-liberal discourse and
is indicative of its breakdown.
8.3.6 Deficit
The keyword deficit is constructed almost entirely in the context of the current budget
deficit. The current budget deficit is, in turn, now constructed as something which should be
reduced or eliminated; overall the context in which the keyword deficit is constructed is one of
tightening purse-strings and reducing dependency on foreign debt. This is a clear break from the
left-liberal discourse of the preceding period which saw deficit expenditure as a means to stimulate
growth. This desire to reduce the current budget deficit can be observed clearly in Figure 8.19.

108 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
109 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
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Figure 8.19
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword deficit in the context
of reduction or elimination of the current budget deficit

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The keyword deficit is also constructed commonly in relation to the issue of the balance of
payments. We can observe a large number of instances where a balance of payments deficit is
discussed in a negative manner and constructed as an issue which requires resolution. The following
statement by O’Kennedy is typical of such instances arguing that “there is an urgent need to reduce
the balance of payments deficit and the level of Exchequer borrowing”.110
8.3.7 Revenue
Finally, the keyword revenue is constructed largely in the context of producing, providing or
attaining additional sources of revenue. This is unsurprising given the construction of the current
budget deficit as something which requires elimination. It follows that a focus on increasing
revenue, or finding additional sources of revenue would be part of a coherent discourse on
eliminating a current budget deficit. Revenue is constructed frequently in the context of statements
which discuss the need to bring or obtain extra revenue. The most frequent tendency though can be
observed in the Figure 8.20.
110 O’Kennedy, M. (1980, February 27). Budget, 1980. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/198002-27/31
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Figure 8.20
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword revenue in the
context of producing, providing or attaining additional revenue

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The issue of increasing revenue streams is also constructed through reference to the term buoyancy.
Here revenue buoyancy refers to increased taxation which the state collects, or expects to collect as
a result of economic growth, rather than changes in rates or the introduction of new taxes. There is
an expectation that “stability will be restored to the Government's finances through revenue
buoyancy and control of expenditure”111.
8.3.8 Analysis of the Breakdown of Left-Liberal Discourse (1978-1982)
Keyword and concordance analyses confirm that the years between 1978 and 1982 fail to
exhibit a consistent discourse so much as a breakdown of the formerly dominant left-liberal
discourse. Over the course of this period one can observe competing attempts to articulate the
reality of the fiscal situation by different Finance Ministers during a period of profound economic
crisis. Table 8.4 offers a summary of the changing tendencies towards semantic meaning for the
keywords analysed over the course of section 8.3.

111 Colley, G. (1978, February 1). Budget, 1978. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1978-0201/27
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Table 8.4
Semantic meaning tendencies of keywords during the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (19781982)
Keywords

Semantic meaning tendency

Million

As technical accounts of increased revenue and projected yields from taxation.

Government

As a committed and decisive actor.

Tax

As indirect tax increases on inelastic goods; as being difficult to justify tax relief.

Increase

As increasing indirect taxes in the form of duties; as concern for increasing
prices, increasing employment and increasing weekly welfare payments.

Borrowing

As the need to reduce exchequer borrowing.

Deficit

As the need to reduce or eliminate the current budget deficit.

Revenue

As the need for the exchequer to produce or attain additional revenue.

Note. Author’s interpretation.

In relation to economic growth, competing budgetary discourses are apparent. On the one
hand, we witness a form of measured continuity of the left-liberal discourse which seeks to induce
growth through deficit expenditure, now attempting to share the burden for growth with a
recalcitrant private sector unwilling to invest. On the other hand we witness the emergence of a
neoliberal budgetary discourse which seeks to break the link between deficit expenditure and
economic growth, making the argument that fiscal retrenchment is necessary to combat inflation
and restore confidence in the economy. As the soft-neoliberal discourse from 1983 to 2008
demonstrates, the latter ultimately succeeds in offering a more credible articulation of reality than
the former.
The construction of employment over the course of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse
is dominated by a focus on increasing employment through various measures including capital
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expenditure projects. The main difference from the preceding period is a new emphasis concerning
the need to reduce the current deficit which impacts on the issue of public sector employment. The
capacity for the state to directly create public sector jobs is diminished in light of the newly
articulated necessity to reduce the current deficit and borrowing requirements of the state.
Issues of public expenditure and fairness are also contested from 1978 to 1982. Borrowing
to fund public expenditure in the present is constructed in some instances as unfair on future
generations, acting as a justification for cuts to said expenditure. Once again, the issue of deficit
expenditure dominates the construction of public expenditure; a new neoliberal articulation emerges
which constructs public expenditure, particularly deficit expenditure, as antithetical to economic
growth.
Finally, the issue of recovery is intimately linked to the construction of growth. To avoid
belabouring a point which has already been addressed, the main point of contention between the
competing discourses rests on the basis of whether or not economic recovery will arise as a result of
increasing public expenditure in the hope that it will act as a stimulus, or reducing expenditure and
borrowing in the hope that stable economic fundamentals will spur future growth from the private
sector.
Once again, corpus linguistic analysis uncovers key patterns of language usage not
immediately apparent from a close reading of the opening and closing statements during this period.
The pervasive role of constructing both deficit and the issue of borrowing in relation to the majority
of the aforementioned issues is important to note. These two keywords act as the foundations upon
which the two competing discourses are constructed, with justifications for and against most issues
leading back to how these two signifiers are constructed. Whilst these points were raised in the
close reading presented in Chapter 6, the keyword and concordance analyses stress the relative
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importance of these points as central signifiers which are being contested throughout the budget
speeches delivered during this period from 1978 to 1982.
While the need to increase taxation is also apparent through a close reading of opening and
closing statements, the importance of this is particularly emphasised through the process of corpus
linguistic analysis. At least three of the keywords for the period from 1978 to 1982, tax, million and
revenue, are directly concerned with this issue. Taken as a whole, the assumption that 1978 to 1982
is ordered by a breakdown of the left-liberal discourse and is contested by an emergent neoliberal
budgetary discourse holds when subjecting the period to corpus linguistic analysis.
8.4 Soft-Neoliberal Discourse (1983-2008)
Whilst the preceding period which examined the breakdown of left-liberal discourse
encompasses a period of vacillation to and from an emerging neoliberal discourse, this vacillation
appears to cease in 1983 resulting in the emergence of a soft-neoliberal discourse, a discourse which
is maintained until 2008. The period from 1983 to 2008 encompasses a quarter of a century and is
marked by a rejection of Keynesian principles and the acceptance of the guiding idea that social
expenditure is subordinated to a notion of fiscal prudence. The keywords generated from this period
seen in Table 8.5 are similar to those already encountered in preceding periods with the noted
absence of the keywords borrowing and deficit which both appeared in the breakdown of left-liberal
discourse.

Table 8.5
Keywords for the period of soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008)
Rank
1
2
3
4
5

Frequency
2512
1844
1295
1029
957

Keyness (G2)
1258.47
710.55
662.46
533.39
527.07
204

Keyword
tax
million
cent
rate
am
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Rank
Frequency
Keyness (G2)
6
1042
509.74
7
1365
502.81
8
874
455.47
9
905
369.98
10
880
307.71
Note. Author’s calculation using Antconc (Anthony, 2014).

Keyword
budget
government
social
income
increase

Over the following sections each of the keywords are examined with the exclusion of
keywords cent and increase. These are excluded on the basis that neither words offer insight into
discursive patterns during this period. Cent occurs in the context of per cent, a term which regularly
occurs given the nature of the document in question. Whilst increase appears as a keyword in other
periods and offers insight into how meaning is constructed in them, increase occurs in many
different contexts within the soft-neoliberal discourse which makes it difficult to discern meaningful
patterns. For example, increase is constructed in the context of increasing rates of VAT on inelastic
goods such as cigarettes and petrol, to increasing PRSI allowances and more generic articulations in
the context of increasing jobs and investment. For these reasons, the two keywords have been
omitted.
Whilst a passing similarity in the keywords of the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) can
be observed compared to the preceding two periods, an examination of the keywords in context
demonstrates the uniqueness of the period. Over the course of the soft-neoliberal discourse (19832008) we observe the emergence of a distinctly soft-neoliberal discourse emerging from the period
of contestation which preceded it.
8.4.1 Tax
As a Burden to Be Reduced. As can be observed from the following concordance output
shown in Figure 8.21, tax is overwhelmingly constructed through the metaphor of a burden. When
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constructed as a burden tax is to be reduced, more fairly distributed or balanced in a manner
beneficial to those most beset by its weight.

Figure 8.21
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
burden

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Considering the prevalence of the burden metaphor it is unsurprising to note that tax appears very
frequently in the context of reducing tax. Tax reductions are constructed overwhelmingly in a
positive light, as something which should be enacted, or as a goal that one should strive to enact.
The concordance output sample presented in Figure 8.22 demonstrates a wide variety of taxes
which are constructed in the context of being reduced, offering examples from personal income tax
to corporation tax.
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Figure 8.22
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
reductions

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Figure 8.23
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
those outside or removed from the tax net

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Continuing with the construction of tax as a burden, it can be observed that there is a strong impetus
to construct tax in the context of removing people from the tax net as shown in Figure 8.23, once
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again reinforcing the notion that tax is a burden one should be relieved of. The concordance output
shows that the subjects who are removed from the tax net are mostly low-income families,
taxpayers and pensioners. Taken collectively, we can observe that there is a strong tendency to
construct tax, mostly income tax, as a burdensome object which successive ministers are keen to
offer citizens relief from.
Corporation Tax. The issue of corporation tax rates is of particular importance in budget
speeches during this period of soft-neoliberal discourse, particularly the reduction of corporation tax
rates as seen in Figure 8.24.

Figure 8.24
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
corporation tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The sample above shows how corporation tax was largely constructed in the context of reducing the
standard rate of corporation tax. This is justified through a discourse of a competitiveness which
resembles a race to the bottom. Justifications commence with a desire to reach a level of parity with
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competitors followed by articulations about maintaining a 12.5% standard rate in order to maintain
a competitive advantage.
Income Tax: Relief, Credits and Exemption. Concomitant with the thematic construction
of tax as a general burden, we observe the construction of income tax overwhelmingly in the
context of its reduction. This takes place through its arrangement in relation to three main signifiers,
relief, credit and exemption as the samples presented in Figures 8.25, 8.26 and 8.27 demonstrate.

Figure 8.25
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
income tax relief

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Tax relief is discussed positively and overwhelmingly in the context of increasing tax relief,
often for those on lower incomes. In 2005, we can observe the government proudly make the
assertion that they have “radically restructured the tax system in the past eight years to ensure that
much more income tax relief goes to the lower paid … more than one third of the workforce is
completely outside the tax net in 2005”.112
112 Cowen, B. (2005, July 12). Budget, 2006. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2005-12-07/31/
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Whilst the reduction of income tax takes the form of relief almost specifically for those on
lower incomes, it is manifest in the form of tax credits for other workers who fail to fall into that
category. Once again we can observe the trajectory towards lowering income tax in the concordance
output in Figure 8.26, this time in the context of increasing tax credits.

Figure 8.26
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
tax credit

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Finally, the reduction of income tax is also constructed in the context of increasing tax
exemption limits, often but not uniquely, in the context of those of a pensionable age as seen from
the concordance output in Figure 8.27. Taken as a whole, we observe a general tendency over the
soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) to construct income tax as a form of tax which should be
reduced. This reduction is managed for different groups in society by different means, namely
through the increase of tax relief, credits and exemption limits.
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Figure 8.27
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
tax exemption limits

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Tax Evasion. As observed from Figure 8.28, tax is often constructed in the context of
evasion predominantly during the 1980s and 1990s.
Figure 8.28
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
tax evasion

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
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The context demonstrates that tax evasion was a problem faced by successive governments mostly
during the first half of the soft-neoliberal period. The concordance output shows that as time goes
on, the tendency for tax to be constructed in the context of evasion decreases significantly; by the
end the year 2001 mentions of tax evasion are completely absent from successive budget speeches.
Incentives. Tax also collocates frequently with incentives over the period in question,
indicating a strong tendency to construct tax as a tool which can be wielded to create incentives for
private industry. Tax incentives are constructed as a means to induce certain types of behaviour
which offer economic and social benefits. This phenomenon can be seen clearly in collocate output
from Figure 8.29.

Figure 8.29
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
tax incentives

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
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A point which demonstrates this is specifically made by finance minister Ahern in 1994 where tax
incentives are described as having
a legitimate role to play, but we must be careful to avoid excessive and poorly targeted
subsidies. These not only induce behaviour which is driven by tax provisions rather than
business logic, but also invite abuses that generate costs without commensurate economic or
social benefits.113
Once again we observe the construction of tax as an object to be reduced where conditions permit,
though it is acknowledged that tax incentives may produce problematic behaviours from market
participants.
Taken as a whole, the overwhelming tendency over the course of the period of softneoliberal discourse is to construct tax as a burdensome object which should be reduced as much as
possible. This can be seen in articulations about tax in general and more specifically in relation to
personal income tax, corporation tax and even the provision of tax incentives.
8.4.2 Million
As with preceding periods, million is a keyword which offers an indication of how funds
tend to be allocated within budgets. There still remains a strong focus on constructing million in the
context of yield, as with the period of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse but we observe that
the keyword million now occurs regularly in the context of provision and expenditure as can be seen
in the collocate output of Figures 8.30 and 8.31.

113 Ahern, B. (1994, January 26). Budget, 1994. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1994-0126/11
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Figure 8.30
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword million in the context
of provision

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Figure 8.31
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword million in the context
of increases in expenditure

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

There is no unified focus on either current or capital expenditure, with the provision for increases in
expenditure discussed in the context of both throughout the period.
The appearance of million in the context of provision and improvements indicates that there
is a strong focus on increasing various forms of public expenditure not observed in the preceding
period. While the discourse that orders this period from 1983 to 2008 is a neoliberal one, this focus
on providing public services is a key part of why the period is classified as a form of softneoliberalism.
214

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
8.4.3 Rate
Construction of the keyword rate occurs around two main groups of words. The first group
concerns monetary and trade policy with a focus on exchange, inflation and interest rates. The
second group appears in the context of fiscal policy, namely rates of taxation and public
expenditure.
Exchange Rate. The majority of concern about exchange rates occurs in those budget
speeches delivered before the Punt was fixed to the Euro in 1999. This can be seen clearly from the
collocate output in Figure 8.32.

Figure 8.32
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword rate in the context of
exchange rate

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The overwhelming focus is concerned with the task of maintaining a stable exchange rate between
the Punt and other European currencies as a result of Ireland’s accession to the European Monetary
System (EMS) in 1979. As finance minister Ahern comments in 1993 “exchange rate policy will
continue to focus on maintaining the existing bilateral exchange rates within the narrow band of the
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Exchange Rate Mechanism. This offers the best prospect for long term economic growth within a
stable low inflation environment”.114
Rate of Inflation. Rate also collocates frequently with inflation over the course of the softneoliberal discourse. The combination appears overwhelmingly during the decades of the 80s and
90s, with comparatively few fragments of text concerning the rate of inflation observable after the
year 2000. This can be observed in Figure 8.33 which offers a sample of the total instances.

Figure 8.33
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword rate in the context of
inflation rates

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

During the 1980s, most instances are concerned with lowering the rate of inflation whether through
moderation of pay-bargaining demands or charting the benefits accorded from reductions in the rate
of inflation. There is also a focus on matching welfare benefits to the rate of inflation and even
using the rate of inflation to justify expenditure cuts to pensions. During the 1990s, there is less
concern over reducing the rate of inflation in budget speeches and a new focus emerges instead
which makes use of the signifier rate of inflation as a point of comparison to justify changes to the
allocation of social-welfare benefits.
114 Ahern, B. (1993, February 24). Budget, 1993. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1993-0224/24
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Interest Rate. During this period we can also observe many articulations of interest in the
context interest rate, though this is mostly confined to the years which precede Ireland’s accession
into the Eurozone as seen in Figure 8.34.

Figure 8.34
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword rate in the context of
interest rates

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Concern about interest rates most often range from the general effects that movements will have on
the economy, to issues related to the servicing of debt. During the early 1990s we also observe
references to how exchange rates, interest rates and inflation are interlinked. Praise is attributed to
adhering to the rules of the EMS which required, in relation to currencies “maintaining a firm
exchange rate within the narrow band … that policy has greatly helped to reduce interest rate
differentials with other countries and bring our inflation rate comfortably below the Community
average.”115
It can also be observed that interest rate policy is constructed with the audience of financial
markets in mind. As finance minister Ahern comments in 1994:

115 Reynolds, A. (1991, January 30). Budget, 1991. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1991-0130/19
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The budget, with its continued emphasis on keeping our economic and budgetary
fundamentals on the right track, will also underpin our exchange rate and interest rate
policies … I am confident that today’s budget will further convince the financial markets
that the Irish economy and public finances continue to be prudently and sensibly
managed.116
Whilst there is some articulation of the role of interest rates in relation to homeowners, particularly
when interest rates are low or lowered from preceding years, the majority of the context in which
articulation of interest rates occurs in relation to servicing debt and signalling to financial markets.
Corporation Tax Rate. Rate collocates extremely frequently with the word corporation,
especially in the context of the cluster corporation tax rate. Instances of this cluster mostly appear
throughout the 1990s and rapidly decrease in frequency into the 2000s after finance minister
McCreevy’s proposal to introduce a 12.5% rate of corporation tax and can be seen in the KWIC
sample in Figure 8.35.
Earlier articulations of this word cluster rate of corporation tax refer to the 10% rate of
corporation tax introduced with the establishment of the International Financial Services Centre
(IFSC) special economic zone in 1987 and the extension of this targeted tax measure into 2005.
This is followed by a progressive series of articulations which advocate reductions in the standard
rate of corporation tax. Advocacy for the reduction in corporation tax rates starts with a desire to
reduce it to levels which are “comparable with overseas competitors”117. This subsequently shifts to
a position where “this Government will ensure that our corporation taxation policy acts as a
stimulant and not as an impediment to economic growth”118, indicating that the new rate of

116 Ahern, B. (1994, January 26). Budget, 1994. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1994-0126/11
117 Quinn, R. (1995, February 8). Budget, 1995. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1995-0208/20
118 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/

218

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
corporation tax is now constructed as tool capable of stimulating economic growth, with its rate
standing in an inversely proportional relationship to growth.

Figure 8.35
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword rate in the context of
corporation tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Reducing Standard Rates of Tax. Over the course of the period of soft-neoliberal
discourse there is a strong tendency towards constructing tax in the context of cuts and reductions to
standard tax rates. From corporation tax to standard rates of income tax and VAT¸ the phenomenon
can be observed from the KWIC output in Figure 8.36. Other articulations of tax reductions include
decreases in marginal tax rates and increases in tax reliefs and credits as detailed previously.
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Figure 8.36
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword rate in the context of
standard rate of tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Exceptions to this can be found only in the earliest years between 1983 and 1986 where
there is a tendency to discuss increases in the standard rate of VAT. A shift towards the norm of
reductions of VAT only appear in budget speeches during the early 1990s, and only then in the
context of harmonising tax policy in relation to EEC partners; as finance minister Reynolds
comments on this point in 1991, in order “to move us more into line with our Community partners,
I am reducing the 23 per cent standard rate of VAT … to 21 per cent”119.
Rates in Relation to Pensions and Other Forms of Social Welfare. Despite a general push
towards reducing income flows reliant on tax receipts, we are not met with accompanying
reductions in expenditure. Figure 8.37 demonstrates that one can observe a strong tendency towards
advocating increased expenditure on pensions, particularly as the period draws to a close.

119 Reynolds, A. (1991, January 30). Budget, 1991. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1991-0130/19
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Figure 8.37
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword rate in the context of
pension rates

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

We can also observe a similar, though weaker tendency at play for articulations concerning
increasing rates of other forms of social welfare such as disability and jobseeker allowances.
8.4.4 Am
One of the more interesting keywords unique to the period of soft-neoliberal discourse is the
word am. The appearance of this keyword indicates a tendency for finance ministers to talk in the
first person about proposed policies, suggesting a degree of ownership over their proposals by
eschewing the more formal and impersonal use of the government observed to a greater extent
during other periods.
I Am Providing and Increasing. The keyword am is constructed frequently in the context
of actions associated with public expenditure. The following KWIC output in Figure 8.38
demonstrates this point clearly, where am is frequently constructed in the context of the provision of
increases to various forms of expenditure such as grants, capital expenditure and social welfare
payments.
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Figure 8.38
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword am in the context of
providing

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

This trend continues elsewhere where am is frequently constructed in the context of
increasing various forms of tax relief and public expenditure. This can be seen in the context of
increasing tax credits, pensions, capitation grants for education, maternity leave and fuel allowance
for widows to mention but a few of the contexts which appear. We can surmise from the above that
there is a strong tendency for Ministers to link the attribution of a policy to their personhood when
they perceive that the policy in question will be viewed favourably by the public.
Positive Affect. We can also observe that the first person is frequently, and almost
exclusively invoked in the context of positive affective states. The keyword am is frequently used in
the context of being confident, glad, happy, pleased and satisfied with no frequent use of the word
across the period in relation to negative affective states. As with the preceding observation, there is
also a tendency to link positive affective states with increases in public expenditure. The following
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KWIC excerpt shown in Figure 8.39 demonstrates a cross-section of instances where am is
constructed in relation to glad and happy.

Figure 8.39
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword am in the context of
positive affective states

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Taken together, we can observe a tendency to invoke the use of the first person when a
Minister for Finance wishes to draw attention to some action they anticipate will be perceived in a
positive light. This is often coupled by emphasising a positive affective state, two points worthy of
contrast with the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) to come.
8.4.5 Budget
The keyword budget is predominantly constructed in the context of concerns about current
budget deficits and surpluses. The following section details how the keyword budget is constructed
within a soft-neoliberal discourse by privileging either the maintenance of budget surpluses or the
reduction of deficits to achieve budget surpluses.
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Current Budget Deficit. Most instances where budget collocates with current and deficit
are found in the cluster current budget deficit which appears mostly during the 1980s. From the start
of the period in 1983 we can observe a clear attempt to construct current budget deficits in a
negative light with an insistence on the necessity “to reduce and control the current budget
deficit”120. Figure 8.40 demonstrates fragments from the period which point to this tendency.

Figure 8.40
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword budget in the context
of deficit

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Almost a decade later, when current budget deficits are articulated in the context of the goal
of harmonising Irish economic indicators in relation to EEC norms, there is still a long-term aim “to
phase out borrowing altogether, while having regard to economic and budgetary realities.
Controlling our borrowing will be the basis for tackling all our other economic challenges.”121. In
this short excerpt we can clearly see how the left-liberal discourse which employs a Keynesian
conception of active fiscal policy has been supplanted by a new, neoliberal discourse which

120 Dukes, A., M. (1983, February 9). Budget, 1983 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1983-0209/22
121 Reynolds, A. (1991, January 30). Budget, 1991. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1991-0130/19
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emphasises the goal of maintaining current budget surpluses, elevating this goal to a foundational
principle of good fiscal policy.
Current Budget Surplus. Whilst approximately the first half of the soft-neoliberal
discourse (1983-2008) was concerned with current budget deficits, the latter half is largely
concerned with the construction of current budget surpluses. Surpluses are constructed as indicators
of sound economic policy, as opportunities to increase capital expenditure or reduce the national
debt; but not as opportunities to increase forms of current expenditure which may affect
competitiveness stoke inflationary tendencies. This tendency to discuss budget in the context of
current budget surplus can be seen in the KWIC output in Figure 8.41.

Figure 8.41
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword budget in the context
of surplus

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The epitome of this tendency to construct budget surpluses in relation to the issue of
competitiveness can be seen in the 1999 budget speech delivered by finance minister McCreevy
where it is stressed that “the very mention of budget surplus has disturbed the economic discipline
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and restraint which underpin the conditions that led to the budget surplus in the first place”122.
Finance minister McCreevy stresses, in this same speech, that whilst there is the opportunity to
alleviate the burden of some social ills and address the issue of unfairness, this sits in tension with
the notion of fiscal prudence, as he states “in delivering fairness we must not abandon prudence”123.
Finance minister McCreevy also explicitly addresses the issue of competitiveness and inflation
within this broad context, arguing that “we must maintain low inflation and competitiveness in the
new policy environment that EMU will bring”124.
Budget Targets. The patterns outlined above in relation to reducing budget deficits and
aiming for surpluses are evident once more when examining the tendency for budget to collocate
with target as seen in Figure 8.42.

Figure 8.42
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword budget in the context
of targets

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

122 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/
123 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/
124 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/
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During the first half of the soft-neoliberal period, which accounts for most instances of
budget targets, we observe a tendency to focus on targets which are conducive towards reducing the
current deficit. As current budget surpluses arise in the late 1990s, this focus is revised towards
targets which would help achieve the maintenance of surpluses. As current-budget surpluses
become normalised we observe that there is little to no prevalence of articulations concerning
budget targets after the year 2000.
In summary, the keyword budget is constructed largely in the context of the state of the
current budget, namely whether it is in deficit or surplus. Over the course of the soft-neoliberal
period current budget deficits are clearly constructed as undesirable with successive finance
ministers striving to reduce them until surpluses can be achieved. Subsequently current budget
surpluses are not constructed as opportunities for increased spending on social welfare or for
expanding public services, but as moments to exercise fiscal prudence and responsible management
of the nation’s finances.
8.4.6 Government
The keyword government is constructed in two specific contexts over the course of the softneoliberal discourse. First, we observe the construction of this government as a subject exhibiting
specific, decisive characteristics. Secondly, we can observe that government is constructed
consistently in the context of the general government deficit or surplus, defined as “the balance of
income and expenditure of government, including capital income and capital expenditures” (OECD,
2019, para. 1).
Committed and Determined. First, we observe the construction of successive governments
as committed or determined to achieve certain goals. This is similar to the construction of the
keyword government observed in the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977). What becomes apparent
from analysing collocates of government is the consistent use of decisive language during this
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period. There is a tendency for commitment to co-occur with positive announcements while the
determination of the government appears to be invoked consistently with the acknowledgement of
problems.
Finance ministers McCreevy and Cowen, in 1998 and 2007 respectively, offer examples of
this tendency to construct commitment in the context of positive announcements in the following
excerpts where the former argues that “the Government is committed to reducing the burden of
personal taxation to reward effort and improve the incentives to work”.125 and the latter states the
Government “is committed to making progress in [the extension of eligibility for medical cards] …
as soon as that review is completed”126. We can clearly observe the this tendency to construct the
government as committed or determined in Figures 8.42 and 8.43.

Figure 8.43
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of being committed

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

125 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/
126 Cowen, B. (2007, December 5). Budget, 2008. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2007-1205/30
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Figure 8.44
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of being determined

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The tendency to construct the government as a subject which is determined to solve certain
problems can be intuited from the concordance output above, though this only becomes apparent
when examining the concordance lines in their broader context. Finance minister Ahern offers a
concrete example of this in the following statement from 1994 where he claims that “the
Government is determined that the failure of the health boards and hospitals to stay within their
budgets … will not recur”127. Even more explicitly, finance minister McCreevy invokes the issue of
the government’s determination in relation to a given problem in 1999, namely “the 4 per cent
target [ceiling on the average annual increase in net current spending] in 2000 … will represent a
considerable challenge which the Government is determined to meet”.128 Both instances
demonstrate a clear desire to construct the government as a decisive institution, determined, capable
and committed to solving problems.
General Government Deficits and Surpluses. General government deficits and surpluses
are constructed almost universally in relation to obligations at a European level; first in the context
of the Maastricht Treaty then in the context of the Stability and Growth Pact. Finance minister
127 Ahern, B. (1994, January 26). Budget, 1994. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1994-0126/11
128 McCreevy, C. (1999, December 1). Budget, 2000 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1999-1201/19
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Quinn offers a typical example of this in 1996, stating that “keeping the general Government deficit
below 3 per cent of GDP each year is crucial in the context of the Maastricht Treaty criteria”129. The
construction of general government deficits do not expand beyond the boundaries of referencing
technocratic obligations towards their reduction. The need to take such action is presented as a
given with no requirement for further justification. The tendency of deficit to be constructed in the
context of general government deficits and surpluses can be seen in Figures 8.45 and 8.46.

Figure 8.45
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of general government deficit

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

General government surpluses tend to be constructed as positive and something to be
maintained insofar as economic conditions permit. Finance minister McCreevy offers an example of
this in scathing fashion in 2001:
I will not be borrowing. I am budgeting for an Exchequer surplus and a general Government
surplus. My views on the imprudence of Exchequer borrowing are well known and of long
standing. We got ourselves into a mire by borrowing for current purposes in the past. The

129 Quinn, R. (1996, January 23). Budget, 1996. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1996-0123/12
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legacy hung around our necks for more than 20 years. I am not going to repeat the mistakes
of the past.130

Figure 8.46
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of general government surplus

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The soft-neoliberal discourse shares a tendency with the left-liberal discourse to construct the
government as a committed and decisive actor, but differs insofar as there is a new tendency for the
word government to collocate with the issue of deficits. Once again the issue of reducing deficit
expenditure comes to the fore, playing a consistent role in the soft-neoliberal discourse.
8.4.7 Social
The advent of social as a keyword during the soft-neoliberal discourse is indicative of the
softer nature of neoliberalism implemented during this period. This becomes more apparent when
examining the keywords in their respective contexts, collocating frequently with the desire to
increase or expand various forms of social services and welfare. The tripartite neo-corporatist
arrangement known as social partnership also features prominently in the construction of social, as

130 McCreevy, C. (2001, December 5). Budget, 2002 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2001-1205/19
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well as a strong emphasis on constructing the social in relation to the economic, each of which
offers insight into the neoliberal construction of the social.
Economic and Social. The construction of social in the context of economic and social
suggests that the social is not only intimately interlinked with the economy but exists as a separate
sphere, dependent upon it. A similar cluster of words appears in the left-liberal discourse (19701977), though the terms are inverted with social appearing before economic. Over a hundred
instances of this concordance pattern economic and social exist during the soft-neoliberal period of
discourse, making it an extremely prominent combination; the concordance output in Figure 8.47
offers a small sample of these articulations.

Figure 8.47
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword economic in the
context of social

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Economic and social progress is constructed as being predicated on maintaining
competitiveness as we can see from excerpts delivered by finance ministers Reynolds and
McCreevy in the years 1990 and 2000 respectively. Finance minister Reynolds argues that
“budgetary policy in 1990 is aimed at making the economy more competitive so as to advance our
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economic and social development.”131 whilst McCreevy alludes to the issue of competitiveness and
social partnership by stating in 2000 that “we should not fool ourselves into thinking we can
continue on the path of economic and social progress if we lose our disciplined approach”132.
Even towards the end of the period, competitiveness continues to play a foundational role in
the construction of the economic and social development as we observe finance minister Cowen
argue in 2005 that “if we are to compete in a globalised world … we have to invest in the
knowledge, skills and innovation capacity of this nation … the programme I have outlined is
fundamental to our economic and social development”133. An implicit causal relationship is
established in relation to social development throughout the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008).
Social development in this soft-neoliberal discourse is dependent on economic development, which
in turn is predicated on Ireland’s competitiveness and capacity to attract capital in a globalised
world.
Other prominent constructions of economic and social include references to social
partnership, as well as specific reference to PESP [1991-1993]. This does not deviate significantly
from the preceding point concerning competitiveness, as it is stressed that social partnership is key
to maintaining competitiveness and economic growth.
Social Partnership. Social appears often with partnership and partners in the context of the
neo-corporatist arrangement known as social partnership which ordered industrial relations since its
inception in 1987 with the PNR [1987-1990]. The construction of social partnership is
overwhelmingly favourable during the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) with many accounts
crediting the country’s economic growth to the stability offered by the tripartite neo-corporatist

131 Reynolds, A. (1990, January 31). Budget, 1990. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1990-0131/32
132 McCreevy, C. (2000, December 6). Budget, 2001 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2000-1206/19
133 Cowen, B. (2005, July 12). Budget, 2006. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2005-12-07/31/
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agreement between state, labour and capital. The following statement made in 1996 by finance
minister Quinn is typical of this tendency, he argues that Ireland is:
one of the few member states that continue to meet the Maastricht criteria through our
efficient and effective management of our economic and social affairs. We have only been
able to manage these affairs successfully because of the way in which the social partnership
has developed in our country.134
Whilst social partnership is constructed in 1999 by finance minister McCreevy as “a major
element of our economic strategy”135 responsible for reducing unemployment, improving living
standards and increasing economic growth, the underlying logic which permeates this is one of
moderation towards labour’s demands for increased pay and a subsequent drive to increase
competitiveness. This can be observed in the following statement by finance minister Quinn in 1996
who makes the argument that the strong economic performance has been aided by the most recent
social partnership agreement, “the Programme for Competitiveness and Work [1994-1996] which
kept domestic cost increases moderate and ensured the maintenance of our international
competitiveness”136.
The collocate output presented in Figure 8.48 offers an insight into the importance placed on
social partners during this period through the sheer number of instances in which they are
mentioned.

134 Quinn, R. (1996, January 23). Budget, 1996. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1996-0123/12
135 McCreevy, C. (1999, December 1). Budget, 2000 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1999-1201/19
136 Quinn, R. (1996, January 23). Budget, 1996. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1996-0123/12
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Figure 8.48
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword social in the context
of social partners

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Social partners are constructed as agents of change responsible for putting aside their narrow
sectional interests and enacting the government’s vision for development. This can be observed with
finance minister Cowen who argues in 2006 that such a vision “will be founded on a commitment to
social justice and economic development that is both environmentally sustainable and
internationally competitive”137 and accordingly “it is only by adopting such an approach that the
social partners can realise for our society the vision that is clearly set out in the Towards 2016
agreement.”138. Typical of these statements is a more or less overt pressure towards moderation of
wages and an emphasis on maintaining competitiveness.
Social Housing. Social is constructed frequently in relation to the issue of housing, namely
in the context of increases to the provision of social housing. Far from a hard-neoliberal discourse
which seeks to see the market mechanism permeate into every facet of social interaction, we
observe housing during this period described as “a basic need … [which justifies] increased
137 Cowen, B. (2006, December 6). Budget, 2007. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2006-1206/28
138 Cowen, B. (2006, December 6). Budget, 2007. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2006-1206/28
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resources for social housing”139 and a “determination to make housing available to those who cannot
afford to provide it from their own resources”140. Whilst this tendency to construct social housing as
something which should be increased, expanded, improved or provided is prevalent, this only starts
to appear in the early 1990s with no mention of social housing during the first eight years of the
soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) and few instances during the 2000s. Figure 8.49 demonstrates
this deficiency in the evenness of concordance distribution over the soft-neoliberal period.

Figure 8.49
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword social in the context
of social housing

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Throughout this cluster of instances during the 1990s there is a tendency to focus on acknowledging
the need for social housing, followed by the provision of a given number of social housing units
which the government intends to create over the coming year.
Social Development. The signifier social is constructed frequently in the context of
development which in turn appears almost uniquely in the word cluster economic and social
development. The concordance output presented in Figure 8.50 demonstrates this point clearly.
139 Ahern, B. (1993, February 24). Budget, 1993. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1993-0224/24
140 Ahern, B. (1993, February 24). Budget, 1993. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1993-0224/24
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Figure 8.50
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword social in the context
of economic and social development

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

From this observation it follows that social development is almost entirely constructed within the
context and confines of economic development. Social development is thus predicated on achieving
or maintaining a competitive advantage such as developing education or providing tax reliefs
“designed to incentivise economic and social development”141 or designed “to incentivise work,
effort and enterprise so as to stimulate economic and social development” 142. From this we can
observe that social development is constructed in a distinctly neoliberal fashion as a secondary
outcome of economic development, and not as an independent goal towards which one might strive
on its own terms.
Social Inclusion. The presence of the two-word grouping social inclusion is also extremely
common during the period of soft-neoliberal discourse as observable from the collocate output
presented in Figure 8.51.

141 Cowen, B. (2004, December 1). Budget, 2005. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2004-1201/31
142 Cowen, B. (2005, July 12). Budget, 2006. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2005-12-07/31/
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Figure 8.51
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword social in the context
of social inclusion

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

There is a clearly observable tendency for governments during the soft-neoliberal discourse (19832008) to address issues of social disadvantage through targeted expenditure programs. The manner
in which social inclusion is constructed offers an indication of the presence of a soft-neoliberal
discourse for a number of reasons.
First, we witness the unapologetic construction of a role for the state to intercede on behalf
of those who are socially disadvantaged. This is expressed clearly by finance minister McCreevy
who states in 1998 that
the economic success we are currently enjoying does not benefit everybody in our society
equally. The Government is committed to creating conditions to ensure this success
continues. At the same time, real progress has to be made on social inclusion.143
This stands in opposition to a hard-neoliberal discourse which sees state intervention as
inherently problematic. The caveat to this view is that progress on social inclusion tends to
be predicated on continued or improved economic conditions, a point which is addressed
later.
143 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/
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Second, we witness the construction of employment as a solution to social inclusion, this is
demonstrated in 2001 by finance minister McCreevy who makes the claim that “under our
stewardship, employment opportunities have been greatly expanded. This has been the single
biggest factor in advancing social inclusion in this country.”144 The most important form of social
inclusion is thus equated with, or reduced to, a series of measures used to stimulate the labour
market.
Finally, we once again observe the primacy of avoiding deficit expenditure and the extolling
of budgeting within one’s means. Social inclusion and the eradication of poverty becomes a goal
which is entirely dependent upon economic performance, not a goal which exerts a degree of
autonomy from it. This can be most clearly observed in the following remark by finance minister
McCreevy who states in 1998 that his:
philosophy regarding social exclusion and poverty is quite simple. To be in a position to
make progress means the Exchequer having adequate moneys, distributing these resources
to the most deserving and ensuring the resources applied are effectively used for those who
need them. The overriding goal must be — the services are for those who need them.145
In this statement we observe the distinctive shift away from the goal of providing social services in
order to create a more equitable society, towards a vision of providing social services for only those
who are most vulnerable.
Social Welfare. The signifier social welfare touches on a vast number of areas, though the
overwhelming tendency among each of these instances is to construct social welfare in the context
of increases or improvements. The following concordance output demonstrates the large quantity of
instances in which the issue of improvements to social welfare are discussed.

144 McCreevy, C. (2001, December 5). Budget, 2002 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2001-1205/19
145 McCreevy, C. (1998). Budget, 1999. Government of Ireland. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/199812-02/27/
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Figure 8.52
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword social in the context
of social welfare improvements

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

In the few instances where social welfare is constructed in a negative light, it is almost
universally done in the context of reducing abuse to the system or addressing the issue of
incentivisation as in the following excerpt from finance minister Dukes delivered in 1983 which
argues that
recent improvements in short-term payments have narrowed, and in some instances
completely closed, the income gap between those at work and those drawing unemployment
or disability benefits. The work incentive is suffering and there is an unacceptable
inducement to exploit the social welfare system.146
This point of concern about social welfare disincentivising employment is repeated by finance
minister Reynolds in 1989 who argues that “it would be undesirable if the combined effect of the
social welfare and tax systems was to create an incentive for people to rely on social welfare

146 Dukes, A., M. (1983, February 9). Budget, 1983 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1983-0209/22
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payments rather than to work”.147 Nevertheless the overwhelming majority of instances construct
social welfare in a positive light, focussing on the improvement or increase of existing programmes
or rates.
8.4.8 Income
Income collocates most frequently with tax over the course of the soft-neoliberal discourse
(1983-2008), a point which is apparent when examining concordance outputs, accounting for almost
half of all instances. The meaning of income tax is created through the context of reliefs, credits and
exemption as addressed already in section 8.4.1. Beyond the tendency for income to collocate with
tax, we observe the use of income to create different subject positions within the texts.
We can almost see three times as many instances of the cluster low income compared to
instances of middle or high income throughout the period. The collocate output in Figure 8.53 also
demonstrates a tendency to construct low-income in the context of families or specific occupations.

Figure 8.53
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword income in the context
of low income

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

147 Reynolds, A. (1989, January 25). Budget, 1989. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1989-0125/19
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Low-income subjects tend to be constructed in one of two ways. Either as subjects which require
incentivisaton to partake in the labour force, as finance minister McCreevy argues in the following
statement from 1999 that he is “taking a number of steps to further improve work incentives and to
ease remaining unemployment traps … to ensure that the financial incentive for work is maintained
for low-income families”148 or as subjects which require state aid. The following excerpt from
finance minister Reynolds in 1989 manages to combine both tendencies with the introduction of a
new measure which promises to “go a long way towards alleviating the tax burden on low-income
families and towards restoring the reward for work among parents of such families”149.
There are relatively few instances of middle-income appearing during the period. The
majority of these instances are constructed in the context of grouping together lower and middleincome earners, with a smaller number of instances where middle and high-income earners are
discussed together. Where low income tends to be constructed in the context of families and those
with specific occupations, we observe a tendency to construct the middle and high-income subject
as an earners or taxpayers. The concordance output in Figure 8.54 demonstrates this clearly.
Figure 8.54
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword income in the context
of high income

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
148 McCreevy, C. (1999, December 1). Budget, 2000 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1999-1201/19
149 Reynolds, A. (1989, January 25). Budget, 1989. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1989-0125/19
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The construction of high-income earners tends towards condemnation of various measures
employed by this social group to avoid taxation, with subsequent promises and attempts to rectify
this issue of tax avoidance. Finance minister McCreevy in 1997 typifies this in his condemnation of
the abuse of certain capital allowances by high-income earners as “a prime factor in certain high
income earners being able to reduce their income tax liability by substantial amounts.”150
8.4.9 Analysis of Soft-Neoliberal Discourse (1983-2008)
The keyword and concordance analyses conducted on the budget speeches delivered from
1983 to 2008 also confirm that the period is ordered by a soft-neoliberal discourse as previously
posited in Chapter 6. A summary of the tendencies for semantic meaning for the keywords analysed
over this period can be found in Table 8.6. Over the course of this period we witness the
sedimentation of neoliberal values which were contested between 1978 and 1982. First and
foremost is the sedimentation into a position of orthodoxy of that articulation which states that
deficit expenditure is antithetical to economic growth. Growth is no longer constructed as being
predicated on deficit expenditure, on the contrary we now witness that current deficits are
constructed as hindrances to growth due to the deleterious effects they have on investor confidence.
In tandem with this new tenet we witness that economic growth is constructed in relation to other
signifiers largely absent from preceding periods.

150 McCreevy, C. (1997, December 3). Budget, 1998 [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/1997-1203/24
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Table 8.6
Semantic meaning tendencies of keywords during the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008)
Keywords

Semantic meaning tendency

Tax

As a burden which should be reduced for individuals and enterprises.

Million

As part of accounts of increased public expenditure.

Rate

As concern for rates of inflation in the 1980s and 1990s; as concern for exchange
and interest rates in relation to accession to the EMS; as reduction in tax rates
and concern for pension rates.

Am

As I am providing or increasing some aspect of public expenditure.

Budget

As reducing or negating current budget deficits and ensuring competitiveness.

Government

As a committed actor; as commitment to reducing and negating general government deficits.

Social

As social partnership being key to economic and social development; as the provision of social welfare and housing; as social inclusion.

Income

As low-income subjects in need of incentivisation to work; as high-income subjects who are chastised for avoiding tax.

Note. Author’s interpretation of preceding analysis.

Particularly prevalent to the issue of economic growth within the soft-neoliberal discourse is a
gradual shift in the construction of corporation tax. This shift is predicated on a move towards
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lowering the rate of corporation tax to a point that it offers a competitive advantage over other
countries in the game of attracting FDI, which is subsequently responsible for economic growth.
The role of social partnership in the soft-neoliberal discourse is also unique contribution to the
construction of growth. Where pay agreements, important within the left-liberal discourse of 1970
to 1977 were largely constructed in the context of combating inflation, social partnership is
constructed as a direct contributor to economic growth due to its role in providing industrial
stability and improving rates of unemployment.
The issue of employment throughout the soft-neoliberal discourse is also constructed in a
unique manner, particularly in relation to the issue of labour market activation. Labour market
activation is intimately linked to the issue of social welfare benefits, where said benefits are
constructed as having the potential to make employment seem unattractive. Benefits must therefore
be crafted in such a manner that they protect the vulnerable whilst avoiding the potential to act as a
disincentive to work.
Other ways in which the construction of public expenditure is revealed from the corpuslinguistic analysis include the emphasis on increasing public expenditure, insofar as this does not
lead to unsustainable deficit expenditure. The issue of welfare expenditure and fairness are
constructed in relation to protecting the most vulnerable in society, not in relation to creating a more
equitable society. This is particularly apparent in relation to the issue of social inclusion which is
also intimately linked to labour market activation; fairness is also constructed in relation to lowering
rates of income taxation on particular groups in society.
Corpus linguistic analysis highlights the extent to which decreasing rates of taxation play a
pivotal role in the construction of the soft-neoliberal discourse. From income tax to corporation tax,
as well as the introduction of incentives as a tool to foster economic growth, the gravity of lowering
taxes becomes apparent only after conducting corpus-linguistic analysis.
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The keyword and concordance analyses show that the discourse from 1983-2008 is ordered
around a soft variant of neoliberal discourse. It is neoliberal insofar as it rejects the left-liberal
discourse reliant on stimulus expenditure based on deficits, insisting instead on controlling current
expenditure and fostering an attractive environment for the private sector leading to economic
growth. The softness of the neoliberal discourse is readily apparent when examining the multitude
of articulations calling for increases in social expenditure. Contrary to a hard-neoliberal discourse
which proclaims the beneficial nature of introducing market mechanisms into all facets of life, we
witness a clear role for the state in providing social services, particularly in relation to those who are
most disadvantaged.
8.5 Neoliberal Austerity Discourse (2009-2015)
The final period of neoliberal austerity discourse from 2009 to 2015 demonstrates a distinct
break with the soft-neoliberal discourse which ordered budget speeches from 1983 to 2008. Table
8.7 lists the keywords for this period of neoliberal austerity discourse.

Table 8.7
Keywords for the period of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015)
Rank
Frequency
Keyness (G2)
1
187
372.79
2
154
355.3
3
151
301.58
4
109
247.92
5
164
238.25
6
209
228.48
7
369
223.01
8
269
221.68
9
163
186.36
10
45
167.84
Note. Author’s calculation using Antconc (Anthony, 2014).
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billion
jobs
property
sector
measures
government
public
economy
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Explicit use of the term public expenditure gives way to the more ambiguous use of the term
measures. The use of million often discussed in the context of increasing public expenditure during
the soft-neoliberal discourse gives way to the keyword billion now mostly constructed in the context of cuts to public expenditure. New keywords absent from former periods appear in the form of
jobs, property, economy, measures and billion indicating the uniqueness of the period whilst hinting
towards those particular problems which distinguish it from its predecessors. It is also worth noting
that the period of neoliberal austerity discourse is the only period during which increase or increases
do not appear as keywords. We turn now to a closer examination of the keywords observable in
Table 8.7 in their respective contexts.
8.5.1 Ireland
The first keyword for the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) indicates the
importance of the concept of the nation to this moment in time. Examining the context in which
Ireland is discussed, three main patterns of meaning emerge. First, there is a consistent attempt to
address the issue of FDI. Second, we can observe repeated use of the unifying subject position of
the people of Ireland. Finally we note how the term Ireland is used to refer to a range of different of
economic issues.
Attracting Investment. Ireland is consistently constructed during the neoliberal austerity
discourse (2009-2015) in relation to FDI. Figure 8.55 demonstrates this tendency clearly, with at
least half of the concordance lines referring to the issue of FDI directly. This phenomenon can be
observed in Figure 8.55.
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Figure 8.55
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword Ireland in the context
of investment

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

FDI is constructed as a key aspect of Ireland’s economic development and an important source of
employment as the following excerpt from finance minister Noonan in 2014 demonstrates:
For over 60 years, foreign direct investment has been a cornerstone of Ireland’s economic
development. We have competed for and won major investment into Ireland and Europe
from some of the largest and most successful companies in the world. With more than
166,000 people employed in more than 1,100 companies, the Irish foreign direct investment
sector has real substance. Our competitive corporate tax system plays a key role.151
The very concept of economic development is intertwined with a vision of Ireland as a low-tax
destination for multinational enterprises (MNEs); a destination where the state strives to offer
various incentives which would provide MNEs with a competitive advantage.
In light of this, the issue of competition looms large over the construction of FDI. Ireland is
constructed as a country which must provide ever increasing concessions to MNEs in order to
attract their patronage. Finance minister Noonan makes this point explicitly clear in his statement
from 2013 that

151 Noonan, M. (2014, October 14). Budget, 2015. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2014-1014/5
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countries are increasingly competing more and more aggressively for mobile foreign direct
investment. I want Ireland to play fair - as we always have done - and I want it to play to
win. That is why I will continue to examine ways in which we can ensure our corporate tax
regime remains competitive.152
As a whole, we can observe that the dominant construction of Ireland within the text is one
of embracing open capital borders and wilfully engaging in a race to the bottom in order to attract
FDI.
The People of Ireland. Ireland is constructed prominently in the context of the people of
Ireland, indicating a tendency to construct a universal subjectivity. Figure 8.56 demonstrates a
tendency to construct the people of Ireland in the context of problems faced by the people as a
result of the Great Recession.

Figure 8.56
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword Ireland in the context
of the people of Ireland

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The people of Ireland are constructed as stoic and responsible, enduring the cuts and pain inflicted
upon them as necessary but bitter pills to save the nation. We can observe an excerpt of this
language from finance minister Noonan in 2013 who rebukes the opposition:
152 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
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I was confident that, as a people, we would come through this mess - a mess that was
created by those opposite, who now jeer, that was endured by the people of Ireland and that
endangered the very viability of our State.153
Two points are worth noting. First, as observed previously in Chapter 7, there is a tendency to
invoke the universal when economic hardship is being discussed and vice versa. Secondly, the
majority of these instances can be found in the opening and closing statements which have been
analysed already in Chapter 7 section 7.5.2.
Economic Issues. There is a wide focus on economic issues which concern the country as a
unit of analysis. A central theme which runs through most of the concordance lines is the idea of
addressing a given economic issue such as economic recovery or regaining control of fiscal and
economic policy. An indication of this tendency to construct Ireland in relation to economic issues
can be observed in Figure 8.57.

Figure 8.57
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword Ireland in the context
of economic issues

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

153 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
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Whilst a range of economic issues are addressed in relation to the signifier Ireland, the following
statement by finance minister Lenihan in 2008 is somewhat typical insofar as it seeks to construct
the solution to the economic woes of the country as a combination of private sector enterprise and
increasing FDI through a consistently low rate of corporation tax. He states that “Ireland’s
economic prospects are dependent on a vibrant and modern business base and I know that virtually
all sides of this house will agree with me that our rate of corporation tax is essential to this.”154
8.5.2 Billion
Each of the preceding periods witness the presence of million as a keyword, yet only during
the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) can one find the keyword billion. The main context
in which the word billion appears is in relation to consolidation, adjustments or other euphemisms
for cuts in public expenditure. This can be observed clearly in Figure 8.58 which demonstrates the
tendency for adjustment and billion to collocate together.

Figure 8.58
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword billion in the context
of adjustment

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Contrary to preceding periods where increased expenditure is directly referred to, we witness a
consistent use of the euphemism adjustment to refer to cuts in expenditure. The following excerpt
154 Lenihan, B. (2008, October 14). Budget, 2009. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2008-1014/6
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from finance minister Lenihan in 2009, which offers a defence for such expenditure cuts, is a clear
example of this phenomenon:
The Government over the past 18 months has made budgetary adjustments of more than €8
billion for this year. Had we not done so, the deficit would have ballooned towards 20% of
our annual wealth, a level at which the very financial survival of this country would have
been at risk. As a result of these decisive actions, we are now in a position to stabilise the
deficit. A total of €4 billion is the scale of adjustment that we planned for 2010 in the
supplementary budget where we set out details to reduce the deficit over the coming
years.155
The other euphemism which appears frequently in relation to the keyword billion is
consolidation as observable in Figure 8.59.

Figure 8.59
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword billion in the context
of consolidation

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The requirement to reduce billions of public expenditure is often constructed in the context of
sustainability. Finance minister Noonan offers an example of this by arguing that in order “to

155 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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continue to improve the sustainability of the public finances, we need €3.8 billion of additional
fiscal consolidation in 2012.”156
It is worth noting that not all instances of articulations related to billion pertain to
euphemisms for expenditure cuts. There are numerous instances where direct reference to reducing
expenditure appears throughout the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015); the following quote
by finance minister Lenihan in 2009 offers an example of this:
The Government has reduced public expenditure by €1.8 billion primarily through a
reduction in the public service pay bill. Measures announced today will result in a further
reduction of nearly €1.5 billion in gross public expenditure and additional revenue of €1.8
billion.157
It is also worth noting that the tendency to construct billion in the context of cuts to expenditure
does not appear to be as a result of an overtly ideological shift towards a harder form of
neoliberalism. Justifications, while neoliberal in their form, adhere to largely the same pragmatic
logic as that found in the soft-neoliberal discourse. Billions of euros of cuts to public expenditure
are presented as unfortunate but necessary remedial actions in the face of an existential crisis.
8.5.3 Jobs
The issue of unemployment looms large throughout the period of neoliberal austerity
discourse and is addressed through the prevalence of the keyword jobs, where the overwhelming
majority of articulations related to jobs reference their creation. Figure 8.60 demonstrates this
tendency clearly.

156 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
157 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7
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Figure 8.60
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword jobs in the context of
job creation

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Throughout the period of neoliberal austerity discourse we can observe that the creation of jobs is
constructed in a distinctly neoliberal fashion. Employment is constructed as an output of private
enterprise, with no direct role for the state through the formation or expansion of publicly owned
enterprises. It follows that throughout this period, the focus on creating jobs falls on actions the
government might take to stimulate private enterprise. This is most prominent in the following
quote by finance minister Noonan who sought in 2013 to stimulate employment through a series of
targeted tax reliefs and subsidies for various sectors in the Irish economy:
This parallel programme took the economy sector by sector and the Government built on the
strong sectors of the economy and repaired those sectors which were damaged. The
objective of this parallel programme is to support businesses to create jobs and get people
off the live register and back to work.158
Job creation is also used to justify a range of other measures, including leveraging
unemployment as a justification for implementing cuts to public expenditure. This can be observed
in a comment by finance minister Lenihan made in the 2010 budget speech that “consumers will
158 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
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only start to spend and business owners will only invest and create jobs if they believe we are
tackling our deficit problem now”159. Regardless of the way in which job creation is rhetorically
employed, the main context in which jobs are constructed throughout the neoliberal austerity
discourse (2009-2015) is one structured by their lack brought about by the Great Recession. Jobs
are constructed in relation to the immediate need to create more.
8.5.4 Property
The keyword property is constructed predominantly around two signifiers, local and
commercial. A point to note regarding the construction of these two different forms of property, and
their respective relationships with the Exchequer, are the justifications used to argue for the
introduction of tax for the former, and the reduction of taxes and duties for the latter.
Introduction of Local Property Tax. Though almost entirely limited to the 2013 budget,
the large number of instances in which property is constructed in relation to local property tax
during this year merits investigation. Figure 8.61 offers an indication of the tendency for property to
appear in the three word cluster local property tax.

Figure 8.61
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
local property tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.
159 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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There is a concerted effort to construct local property tax as a “fair and progressive”160 form of
taxation which the government is required to introduce to fund public services. The following quote
by finance minister Noonan from 2012 suggests an air of discontent towards the introduction of the
tax and the government’s commitment to collect it:
I view tax compliance as a core principle of our democracy. Public services can only be
provided to citizens because people pay their taxes. I want to reassure the vast majority of
tax compliant citizens that the Revenue Commissioners will strictly enforce the local
property tax and they will collect any unpaid household charge for 2012.161
This contrasts quite starkly with the following construction of property tax, commercial property
tax.
Commercial Property. Where local property is constructed in the context of the
introduction of a new and necessary form of taxation, we witness the construction of commercial
property as a category for which the burden of taxation should be lifted. This is predominantly done
through the process of suggesting reductions in the rate of stamp duty and can be observed in Figure
8.62. These reductions are justified with reference to stimulating economic activity and employment
in given sectors. Finance minister Noonan in 2011 offers a concise example of this type of speech
act by arguing that “bringing down the cost of acquiring commercial property will have a positive
effect on the property sector and indirectly on jobs in construction and related activities.”162

160 Noonan, M. (2012, December 5). Budget, 2013. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2012-1205/13
161 Noonan, M. (2012, December 5). Budget, 2013. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2012-1205/13
162 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
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Figure 8.62
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax in the context of
commercial property tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

While the majority of articulations pertaining to property centre on the previously
mentioned categories of local property tax and the reduction of costs related to acquiring
commercial property, there is one more context in which property appears consistently; the
discussion of intellectual property. Instances in which property is constructed in this context are
more limited and focused on the desire to support and attract enterprises capable of acquiring or
developing intellectual property. Finance minister Lenihan in the 2009 supplementary budget
speech offers an example of this by proposing “to introduce a scheme of tax relief for the
acquisition of intangible assets, including intellectual property as a means of supporting the smart
economy.”163
As can be seen from the analysis there is no common way in which a generic notion of
property is constructed over the course of the neoliberal austerity discourse. Nevertheless, there is
an observable tendency throughout the period to construct taxes related to enterprise as taxes which
should be lowered. This is mirrored with a counter-tendency to construct taxes, directed towards
households and individuals, as taxes which must be increased in order to protect public services.
163 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7
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This is apparent across a number of keywords and is particularly apparent in relation to property
taxes.
8.5.5 Sector
The keyword sector is constructed around two axes. The first concerns sectors of industry
with specific emphasis on banking and construction. The second use of the keyword sector refers to
ownership of the means of production with reference to public and private sectors.
Banking Sector. The banking sector has a tendency to be constructed throughout the
neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) as a sector reliant on state aid, and in many ways
beholden to the Irish state for its rescue during the financial crisis. The output presented in Figure
8.63 demonstrates the tendency to construct the banking sector in relation to the issue of stability
and its importance.

Figure 8.63
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword sector in the context
of banking sector

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The importance of the banking sector to economic recovery can be seen in a statement made by
finance minister Noonan in 2011 when he argues that:
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A strong and vibrant banking sector is vital to our recovery and to any growing economy.
Credit is the lifeblood of the economy and without adequate credit availability, businesses
will find it difficult to maintain the jobs they have, let alone create new jobs.164
The privileged construction of the banking sector as vital to the economy as a whole is something
which is absent from the following discursive construction of the construction sector. That credit is
the lifeblood of an economy is not a novel concept, but it is worth noting that this construction finds
its way into the budget speeches during this period.
Construction Sector. The construction sector is constructed a sector partially responsible
for the economic crisis faced by the state, and as a sector which has suffered greatly since the Great
Recession. Figure 8.64 shows how the construction sector is almost universally constructed as being
in a state of distress and in requirement of state aid.

Figure 8.64
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword sector in the context
of construction sector

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

There is clear recognition of the property bubble which preceded the Great Recession and the
unsustainability of the sector in the years which preceded its collapse, though much attention is
164 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
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focused on the introduction of incentives and measures to reinvigorate the sector and reduce sectorspecific unemployment. The following statement by finance minister Noonan in 2013 is reflective
of this focus on reinvigorating the sector:
I have included important measures that have begun to return the construction sector to
growth. I introduced these, as I have continually stated, with the objective of helping the
construction and development sector return to sustainable levels in line with most
economies165
Unlike the banking sector, the construction sector is not constructed as a key component of
the economy which had to be rescued through a process of nationalisation. Instead, it is simply
constructed as a sector which should be rebuilt, with some aid from the state, to sustainable levels
after an unsustainable bubble.
Public Sector. Unlike the banking or construction sectors, public sector does not refer to
any single specific industry, relating rather to those sectors of the economy which are under public
ownership and control. Over the course of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) one can
witness a tendency to construct the public sector in the context of cuts, reductions or levies on
public sector pay or pensions as observable in Figure 8.65.
The public sector is implied as being over-funded or inefficient, as the following comment
by finance minister Lenihan from the 2009 supplementary budget speech indicates that in light of “a
cap on capital spending … efficiencies will be found throughout the public sector”166. This
presumes in advance that such efficiencies are to be found, or that temporary measures employed to
cover a shortfall in revenues from central government constitute efficiencies.

165 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
166 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7
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Figure 8.65
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword sector in the context
of public sector

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Further, pay for top-level public sector workers is constructed as overpriced and unduly tied
to out-dated metrics. Once again finance minister Lenihan announces, during the 2010 budget
speech, his “decision to have top level pay rates examined by the review body on higher
remuneration in the public sector and benchmarked against those of other EU countries of
comparable scale”167 in place of matching rates to private sector equivalents.
Private Sector. Unlike the construction of public sector, there does not appear to be a
relatively uniform context in which the private sector is constructed during the period of neoliberal
austerity discourse. Figure 8.66 shows a vast array of contexts in which the term is employed, from
investment to public-private partnership arrangements.

167 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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Figure 8.66
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword sector in the context
of private sector

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Despite this vast array of contexts, it is possible to focus on the construction of private sector pay as
a point of comparison with the previously analysed public sector. One can observe a tendency to
construct private sector pay in the context of competition and decreases in wages. The following
excerpt from finance minister Lenihan in 2009 offers a representative example of those instances
where wages are discussed in the context of the private sector:
Private sector wages need to adjust and are adjusting. I hear examples every day of
companies and employees reducing costs and changing work practices in order to safeguard
employment. It is this flexibility that will restore our competitiveness and provide the basis
for future prosperity.168
As with public sector wages, private sector wages are constructed as being too high and in need of a
downward adjustment. Competitiveness is once again invoked as a justification for this process,
stressing the need to return to an export-led economy whilst also protecting employment.

168 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7

262

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
8.5.6 Measures
In the preceding period of soft-neoliberal discourse one witnesses a consistent trend towards
explicitly reducing various levels of taxation. The introduction of the term measures sees this trend
partially reversed during the neoliberal austerity period where the term taxation measures has a
tendency to be used as a euphemism for increasing taxes. Measures also gains meaning in the
context of a series of financial reliefs provided to various sectors.
Taxation. Where one witnesses taxation constructed in the context of reductions and reliefs
throughout the soft-neoliberal period, we witness the inverse in the neoliberal austerity period. It is
of interest to note that articulations of taxation pertaining to increases in revenue streams for the
exchequer are referred to through the euphemism of introducing taxation measures. Figure 8.67
offers a concise sample of this language usage.

Figure 8.67
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword measures in the
context of taxation measures

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The apparent desire to avoid the use of language which refers to directly increasing taxes is
particularly apparent in the following quote by finance minister Noonan who argues in 2011 that “in
[sic] regard to the €1.6 billion revenue consolidation required in 2012, the full year effect of
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measures already introduced is €600 million, which means that I am announcing additional new tax
measures today worth €1 billion approximately”.169 Whilst it might appear that this a deliberate
attempt to construct an unpopular issue in a cryptic or oblique manner, observations which follow
would seem to contradict such a view. Rather, it appears as though language usage in the discursive
period of neoliberal austerity is simply more abstract than that witnessed during preceding periods.
Announced and Introduced. As during the soft-neoliberal period where am constituted a
keyword as seen in 8.4.4, we once again witness the tendency for the first person to propagate in the
midst of the opportunity to provide supports to various sectors or groups. In 2014 finance minister
Noonan exemplifies this in a remark which targets both households and the construction sector,
claiming that “to increase and improve the housing stock, I am bringing forward a number of
measures”.170 This consistent use of the term measures pertaining to both increases in taxation as
well as increases in expenditure for certain sectors leads one to believe that its prevalence during the
neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) is not necessarily an attempt to obfuscate, but simply
reflects a change towards a more abstract form of language. This tendency can be observed further
in Figure 8.68.
Figure 8.68
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword measures in the
context of introducing measures

169 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
170 Noonan, M. (2014, October 14). Budget, 2015. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2014-1014/5
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Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

8.5.7 Government
The appearance of government as a keyword in follows a trend which started during the
breakdown of left-liberal discourse from 1978 to 1982. Whilst am featured as a keyword indicating
the keyness of first-person statements in section 8.4.4, we now witness the decentering of the
subject with the consistent use of the term government over the course of the neoliberal austerity
discourse. In common with the preceding period, one continues to witness a continued attempt to
construct the government as both decisive and committed to solving problems.
Government Has Decided. Once again, the government is constructed as a decisive entity,
a pattern common to both of the preceding periods. One can witness the tendency for government to
collocate frequently with decided in the word cluster the government has decided to in Figure 8.69.

Figure 8.69
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of the cluster the government has decided

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Unfortunately there is no clear contextual pattern which points towards the government
being decisive about a single issue, though the majority of instances observed indicate a level of

265

Chapter 8: Keyword and Concordance Analyses
decisiveness concerning cuts to various forms of public expenditure or increases in taxation. A
statement typical of this can be seen in the following excerpt from finance minister Lenihan who
states in 2008 that:
The Government has decided to reduce the number of State bodies and agencies by 41 and
to streamline certain other functions. It has also been decided to reduce the number of Army
barracks to bring it more into line with operational requirements of the Defence Forces and
to permit economies of scale.171
In summary we can observe that the government continues to be constructed as decisive, and in the
context of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015), this is a decisiveness largely concerns the
implementation of fiscal consolidation.
Government Is Committed. As with preceding periods, there is a strong desire to construct
the government as an actor committed to resolving a range of issues. Figure 8.70 demonstrates this
point.

Figure 8.70
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword government in the
context of the issue of commitment

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

171 Lenihan, B. (2008, October 14). Budget, 2009. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2008-1014/6
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When examining the contexts in which the government is constructed as an actor committed to
resolving a given social issue, it is notable that there is a tendency to avoid offering concrete
proposals which might address the issue. Where the issue of providing a solution is addressed, it is
often done by alluding to a chain of intertextuality. Finance minister Noonan offers an example of
this pattern of language in 2014, arguing that “we have not been able to build enough houses in
recent times to meet the demand that is being driven, thankfully, by our economic recovery … The
Government is committed to addressing this social problem”.172
It would be wrong to misrepresent such speech acts as deliberate attempts to avoid
proposing solutions to social problems while maintaining a façade of commitment to their
resolution. The statement by finance minister Noonan is followed by reference to an impending
speech by the Minister for the Environment, Community and Local Government who will address
the issue in more detail. It is simply of interest to note that solutions to issues which affect other
groups, particularly those concerned with enterprise are addressed directly in the budget speeches
while also referring to other documents or reports which offer more detail.
8.5.8 Public
As with preceding keywords for the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015), much of the
context for the keyword public is determined by the issue of fiscal consolidation. Public servants,
public expenditure and public finances are all constructed within the confines of a discourse which
emphasises the need to reduce public expenditure as a key component of balancing current
expenditure.
Public Servants. As Figure 8.71 demonstrates, public servants have a tendency to be
constructed as subjects of pay and pension reductions.

172 Noonan, M. (2014, October 14). Budget, 2015. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2014-1014/5
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Figure 8.71
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword public in the context
of public servants

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The public servant is constructed either as a subject who has made, or will make a great
contribution to the recovery of the economy through partial sacrifices in relation to their
remuneration. Or, in the case of higher-paid public servants, they are constructed as overpaid and in
need of wage adjustment to bring them into line with their European counterparts. The following
statement by finance minister Lenihan captures this former tendency clearly:
The Government has decided that a permanent reduction in the cost of the public payroll is
an essential element of this plan. In February 2009, we introduced the public sector pension
levy which resulted in an average deduction of 7.5% from the salaries of public servants
delivering savings of €1.4 billion this year. This is a considerable contribution by public
servants to the unavoidable economic adjustment.173
Once more we observe a tendency to construct measures associated with fiscal consolidation
as necessary or unavoidable. The construction of pay reductions is both unilateral and without
alternative.

173 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7
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Public Reform. Over the course of the period of neoliberal austerity discourse there is a
strong tendency to construct public in the context of public reform, particularly in relation to public
expenditure. The link is so pervasive that we witness the formation of a new ministerial position,
the Minister for Public Expenditure and Reform. Figure 8.72 demonstrates this tendency clearly.

Figure 8.72
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword public in the context
of public expenditure

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Finance minister Lenihan makes the following statement from 2010 about public sector reform
which is telling of how public sector reform is constructed within this period of budgetary
discourse:
In my Department I see, day in day out and at weekends, the commitment above and beyond
the call of duty shown by civil servants who have accepted significant pay cuts. More work
is being done with fewer staff at lower cost. This is real public service reform.174
Public Finances. Stability and sustainability of the public finances are constructed as a
necessity for increasing employment and returning to a state of economic growth over the course of
the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015). In turn, the stability of public finances is constructed
174 Lenihan, B. (2010, December 7). Budget, 2011. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2010-1207/11
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as being dependent on the implementation of fiscal consolidation. This tendency can be observed in
Figure 8.73.

Figure 8.73
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword public in the context
of public expenditure

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Use of the term stabilise suggests that public finances are imbalanced or out of control,
whilst the use of sustainability projects this same of stability issue further into the future. We can
observe this in the following statement by finance minister Noonan who remarks that “the mediumterm fiscal statement set out the Government’s policies on budgetary reform and the path to
sustainable public finances, both of which are essential for the creation of jobs”175. Sustainable
public finances are thus constructed as being dependent on the implementation of fiscal
consolidation, with no alternatives presented to the audience.
8.5.9 Economy
Examining concordance outputs of economy throughout the period of neoliberal austerity
discourse, one quickly discovers that the construction of the term economy revolves around two
important signifiers. The first, our, indicates a degree of common ownership at odds with the actual
175 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
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configuration of the Irish economy. The second signifier is growth, a signifier which commonly
collocates with economy over the course of the 45 year period.
Our Economy. Consistent use of the pronoun our in relation to the signifier economy is
apparent from the output shown in Figure 8.74. It appears that there is a concerted effort to
construct a system of production, predominantly controlled by private individuals, as the common
property of all. Where one tended to find articulations of the economy in preceding periods, we are
now faced with the prospect of successive finance ministers constructing the economy as our
economy.

Figure 8.74
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword economy the context
of the pronoun our

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The following statement by finance minister Lenihan in 2010 exemplifies this point,
constructing the economy as something which belongs to the Irish people. He professes that he
wants “to tell the Irish people that even though our economy is still in a weakened condition, and
our self-confidence as a nation has been shaken, the Government’s strategy over the past 18 months
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is working”.176 By constructing the economy in this manner it appears that there is an attempt to
foster a sense of collective responsibility or sentiment for its health and future.
Growth. As with preceding periods, growth and economy are frequent collocates. Where the
period of neoliberal austerity discourse differs from other periods is in the construction of policies
and actions required to stimulate economic growth. Figure 8.75 demonstrates this strong propensity
towards constructing economy in relation to the issue of growth.

Figure 8.75
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword economy the context
of economic growth

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

One may expect to see overt references to fiscal consolidation, but these are largely lacking. Instead
much focus is on stimulating sectoral growth and the overall impact that this has on economic
growth as a whole. Additionally, the issue of sovereignty and control over public finances appears
intimately linked by association through proximity to the issue of growth, though not causally
linked in any manner. One can witness a number of statements such as the following by finance
minister Lenihan which stresses the issue of returning to growth in the same context as regaining
control of the country’s fiscal policy. Finance minister Noonan states in 2011 that “the task of this
176 Lenihan, B. (2009, December 9). Budget, 2010. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-1209/33
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Government is to regain control over Ireland’s fiscal and economic policies, to grow the economy
again and to get people back to work.”177 In summary, the economy is constructed firstly as a
collective endeavour and secondly as an endeavour for which the goal of a return to economic
growth is of the utmost importance.
8.5.10 Tax
The final keyword for the period of neoliberal austerity discourse is tax, a keyword
appearing in each of the previous periods with the exception of the period of left-liberal discourse.
As with the soft-neoliberal period, tax has a tendency to be constructed in relation to tax relief with
a strong focus on two particular forms of taxation; income and corporation tax. This appears
somewhat counter-intuitive given that the soft-neoliberal discourse has largely been dissolved in
favour of an emergent neoliberal austerity discourse. There appears to be strong tendency to avoid
directly articulating tax increases, thus we are largely left with instances of tax reliefs and tax
measures the latter of which has been discussed already in section 8.5.6.
Tax Relief. Whilst we also witness the construction of tax in the context of relief during the
period of soft-neoliberal discourse, the construction of tax relief differs during the current period of
neoliberal austerity discourse. The tendency to construct tax in the context of tax relief can be seen
clearly in Figure 8.76.

177 Noonan, M. (2011, December 6). Budget, 2012. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2011-1206/14
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Figure 8.76
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax the context of tax
relief

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

In the neoliberal austerity discourse we witness the introduction of targeted sectoral tax
reliefs to stimulate economic activity and entrepreneurship, which differs greatly from the
preceding period focused on personal income tax relief. Finance minister Noonan argues in 2013 in
favour of this form of targeted tax relief in order “to promote entrepreneurship … I am giving a
capital gains tax relief to entrepreneurs who reinvest the proceeds from the disposal of assets, on
which CGT has previously been paid, into a new investment in productive trading activities”.178
Unlike the soft-neoliberal period there are few articulations of tax relief in the context of income
tax.
Income Tax. In a clear about-face, we now witness the construction of income tax as a form
of revenue which should be raised or maintained at existing levels. Particularly during the latter
years of the neoliberal austerity discourse one witnesses strong commitments not to raise the level
of income tax, though this does not extend to arguments in favour of its reduction. This tendency
can be clearly observed in Figure 8.77.

178 Noonan, M. (2013, October 15). Budget, 2014. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2013-1015/3
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Figure 8.77
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax the context of
income tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

Maintenance of income tax at existing levels is justified on the basis that further increases
would have deleterious effects on labour market activation. Whilst there is reticence to increase the
rate of income tax, there is a concerted effort to increase income tax revenues by incorporating more
citizens into the tax system. Finance minister Lenihan makes this argument, claiming in 2009 that:
In good times, it was possible for us to keep minimum wage earners outside the tax system.
This is no longer sustainable. With up to 40% of income earners paying no income tax at all,
we can no longer meet our fiscal needs. The challenge is to spread the burden in a fair
manner to a wider range of income earners while avoiding economic disincentives.179
Once again the pressure of fiscal consolidation can be seen to affect how various signifiers are
constructed over the course of the neoliberal austerity period.
Corporation Tax. As with income tax, there is a strong commitment to avoid increasing the
rate of corporation tax. The low rate of corporation tax is constructed as competitive and something
which must be defended in the national interest. This tendency to construct corporation tax as
competitive and in need of defence can be seen clearly in Figure 8.78.
179 Lenihan, B. (2009, April 7). Budget, 2009, Supplementary. [Text].
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2009-04-07/7
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Figure 8.78
KWIC concordance output demonstrating a tendency to construct the keyword tax the context of
corporate tax

Note. Image of KWIC output produced with Antconc (Anthony, 2014) by the author.

The following excerpt from finance minister Lenihan is typical of this as he argues in 2010 that “we
have developed a highly competitive, pro-enterprise taxation system which incentivises innovation
and high-value economic activity … We will defend our 12.5% corporation tax rate against all
comers.”180 There is little change in the way corporate tax is constructed between the periods of
soft-neoliberal discourse and neoliberal austerity discourse.
It is of interest to note that when taxes are discussed directly during the period of neoliberal
austerity discourse it is with a tendency towards reassuring households and enterprises about the
maintenance of existing levels of taxation. When increases in taxation are discussed, it is done in a
more oblique manner by referring to measures as seen in section 8.5.6.
8.5.4 Analysis of Neoliberal Austerity Discourse (2009-2015)
Corpus-linguistic analysis points towards a clearly defined austerity discourse and this can
be observed in the analysis conducted over the preceding sections. A summary of the keywords and
their tendencies towards semantic meaning can be observed in Table 8.8.

180 Lenihan, B. (2010, December 7). Budget, 2011. [Text]. https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/dail/2010-1207/11
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Table 8.8
Semantic meaning tendencies of keywords during the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015)
Keyword

Tendency for semantic meaning to be constructed

Ireland

As a destination for foreign investment; as the people of Ireland who stoically
rise to the challenges of austerity.

Billion

As budget consolidations or cuts to expenditure.

Jobs

As in the context of needing to create jobs.

Property

As local property tax which should be raised, and as commercial property tax
which should be subject to exemptions.

Sector

As the banking sector which must be saved; as the construction sector which
should be supported; as the public sector which should find efficiencies; as the
private sector which must be competitive.

Government

As a decisive and committed actor.

Public

As public servants taking pay cuts; as public reform which acts mostly as a euphemism for expenditure cuts; as public finances which must be sustainable.

Economy

As our economy which signifies a degree of shared ownership; as the need for
the economy to grow.

Tax

As targeted sectoral tax relief; as the need to raise income tax; as the need to defend the competitive 12.5% rate of corporation tax.

Note. Author’s interpretation of preceding analysis.
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The neoliberal austerity discourse differs from the preceding period, but the underlying
discursive logic remains the same. It is distinctly neoliberal in its structure; insofar as the provision
of public services was constructed as desirable in the preceding period this was predicated on the
ability to fund such services without engaging in deficit expenditure deemed as unsustainable. From
2009 to 2015 it is no longer possible to fund the same level of public services without engaging in
deficit expenditure, we therefore witness a change in how public expenditure is constructed.
The issue of economic growth remains broadly similar to that witnessed in the softneoliberal discourse, though the terms used to describe the underlying logic change. We witness that
the path to economic growth is now constructed as being dependent on the implementation of fiscal
consolidation and rejecting the role of social partnership. It emphasises the same insistence on the
reduction and elimination of current budget deficits in order to restore private-sector confidence
which will pave the way for future economic growth. The neoliberal austerity discourse functions
less as an entirely new discourse so much as an adaptation of the soft-neoliberal discourse when its
logic is implemented in the advent of deficits imposed on the exchequer by an economic crisis.
Employment, particularly the issue of unemployment, is constructed in a distinctly
neoliberal manner over the course of the neoliberal austerity discourse. The issue of unemployment
is addressed through government support for specific sectors of private industry, particularly in
relation to tax cuts. Any mention of the government directly intervening in the labour market to
create jobs through the formation of public companies or works programs is notably absent. One
also witnesses the construction of the deficit as exacerbating the issue of unemployment, harming
investor confidence in the economy. In such a manner we once again come back to the issue of
justifying the implementation of fiscal consolidation.
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Corpus-linguistic analysis reveals that public expenditure is often constructed in relation to
the reductions to public expenditure in the context of billions of euros. These reductions are
justified with reference to the sustainability of the public finances, where continued borrowing to
fund deficit expenditure is qualified as unsustainable. The implementation of public expenditure
cuts are enabled through language which often avoids discussing the matter directly. In place of
reductions we see the use of euphemisms such as reform and measures.
In tandem with these decreases in public services, the provision of public services are used
to justify increases in certain types of taxation associated with individuals and households,
specifically local property tax. We also witness that reductions in funding for public services are
constructed with a level of regret; commitment to the provision of public services is reaffirmed once
economic stability and sustainable public finances have been restored.
Unlike the breakdown of the left-liberal discourse from 1978 to 1972 which witnessed an
unstable series of competing attempts to articulate the solution to economic malaise, the movement
from soft-neoliberal discourse to a neoliberal austerity discourse offers a decisive break. The period
of neoliberal austerity discourse from 2009 to 2015 is marked by a relatively stable and cohesive
discourse which is predicated on the idea that economic recovery is dependent on the capacity for
the Irish State to implement fiscal consolidation.
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8.6 Conclusion
To conclude, we return to the questions posed at the start of the chapter. First, do those
discursive periods derived from the preceding chapters offer an accurate representation of the
discourse employed during the period when analysing the entirety of the budget speeches? Second,
how has the discourse changed from one period to another and does this change conform to the
categories proposed for the periods in question? Finally, does the analysis produce any additional
information about the periods not already addressed by solely examining the opening and closing
statements?
The corpus-linguistic analysis employed over the course of this chapter has demonstrated
that the initial analysis of opening and closing statements effectively captured the general structure
of the discourses which order Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015. Subsequent keyword
analysis provides greater detail on the signifiers most key to these periods, whilst concordance
analysis helps to demonstrate how the meaning of these keywords changes over time. These
keywords can be seen in Table 8.9 and the themes which emerge from the concordance analysis are
summarised in Table 8.10.

Table 8.9
Keywords from 1970 to 2015 by discursive period
Rank

Left-Liberal
(1970-1977)

Breakdown of
Left-Liberal
(1978-1982)

Soft-neoliberal
(1983-2008)

Neoliberal
Austerity
(2009-2015)

1

million

million

tax

Ireland

2

increase

government

million

billion

3

prices

tax

cent

jobs

4

st

increase

rate

property
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5

expenditure

cent

am

sector

6

increases

borrowing

budget

measures

7

cent

increases

government

government

8

economic

taxation

social

public

9

agreement

deficit

income

economy

10

income

revenue

increase

tax

Note. Author’s calculation using Antconc (Anthony, 2014).

Table 8.10
Emergent themes and related keywords from 1970-2015
Emergent theme

Left-Liberal
(1970-1977)

Breakdown of
Left-Liberal
(1978-1982)

Soft-neoliberal Neoliberal
(1983-2008)
Austerity
(2009-2015)

Concern for inflation increase,
increases, prices,
expenditure,
income

increase

rate

n.a.

Increased public
expenditure

million, increase

n.a.

million

n.a.

Need to decrease
public expenditure

n.a.

million

n.a.

billion

Need for pay
moderation

agreement

n.a.

social

public

Active fiscal policy

expenditure,
economic

n.a

n.a.

n.a.

Balanced budget
fiscal policy

n.a.

borrowing, deficit, budget,
revenue
government

Ireland, billion,
public

Need for tax
increases

n.a.

tax, increases

n.a.

tax, property,
measures

Tax relief

income

n.a.

tax, rate,
income

Ireland, tax, jobs,
property
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Emergent theme

Left-Liberal
(1970-1977)

Breakdown of
Left-Liberal
(1978-1982)

Soft-neoliberal Neoliberal
(1983-2008)
Austerity
(2009-2015)

Maintain or increase
employment

agreement

increase

social, income jobs

Note. Author’s interpretation derived from sections 8.2, 8.3, 8.4 and 8.5.

By comparing the information gleaned from corpus linguistic analysis with the periodisation
derived from Chapters 6 and 7, we can assert that the initial periodisation of Irish budget speeches is
not undermined by the corpus linguistic analysis, on the contrary it is strengthened. Points of
novelty and difference emerge from the corpus linguistic analysis which were not apparent in the
initial close reading of opening and closing statements, but the close reading of opening and closing
statements also present important points of analysis which do not readily present themselves
through the corpus linguistic methods. Specifically, the corpus linguistic analysis presents us with a
substantial amount of minute detail about the key issues which arise in each of the periods whilst it
broadly fails to isolate some of the more nuanced theoretical points about social imaginaries and
identity construction which were identified in the close reading of opening and closing statements.
One method is not superior to another and combined they compliment the weaknesses of
each other well; the inability to apply close reading to a large body of text is offset by the keyword
analysis to give clear insights into discursive structure whilst the more in-depth theoretical analysis
which can be entertained by rigorous coding of short segments of text supplements the macro-level
insights provided by the keyword analysis.
The use of keyword analysis demonstrated the shift in key signifiers pertinent to each of the
periods in question as shown in Table 8.9. Through this, we notice the re-occurrence of certain
keywords over the 45 years sometimes with a vastly different meaning depending on the discourse
in which the keyword is ordered as demonstrated in Table 8.10. The next chapter offers a synthesis
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of the analysis presented in the preceding chapters and discusses some of the findings which result
from Chapters 6, 7 and 8.
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9.1 Introduction
This thesis sought to address three research questions as outlined in the Chapter 5: what
discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015? How are these discourses
structured? Finally, how are social imaginaries and subject positions constructed through these
discourses? By addressing each of these questions, a model of budgetary discourse is proposed for
Ireland from 1970 to 2015.
The chapter commences with a note on findings related to periodisation and outlines the
main proposal presented in this chapter, that the findings of this study provide the basis for
constructing a model of budgetary discourse in Ireland between 1970 and 2015. This is followed by
a detailed discussion of findings for each of the four periods examined, taking into account the
configuration of nodal points and key moments of each discourse as well as constructions of the
social. The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings, outlining a model of budgetary
discourse in Ireland from 1970 to 2015.
9.2 Periodisation
One important finding relates to the issue of periodisation. Rather than adopting an a priori
assumption that extra-discursive factors such as changes in economic indicators or the composition
of the Dáil would create discursive change, segmentation was undertaken through a close reading of
a subcorpus comprised of opening and closing budget statements.
As Marchi (2018) notes, there are three ways one can approach the aggregation of periods in
order to identify units of time appropriate for segmenting a corpus: text lifecycle, top-down and
bottom-up segmentation. The initial research questions presented difficulty in adopting a cookiecutter method for analysis as discussed in Chapter 5. The qualitative bottom-up approach adopted in
this study provides a framework for exploring the formation of discourses using corpus linguistic
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analysis without having to frame periods on the basis of either arbitrary units of time such as
decades, extra-discursive categories or a pre-existing periodisation.
The study finds that budget speeches can be segmented into four periods from 1970 to 2015.
More formally, there are four periods in which the issue of discursive closure, “the limits of what is
‘sayable’” (Laclau, 2006, p. 114) take distinctly different forms. This is expressed in Figure 9.1.

Figure 9.1
Periodisation by discourses

Note. Author’s analysis derived from Chapters 6, 7 and 8.

Analysis conducted over the preceding chapters has demonstrated that four distinct
discursive budgetary periods can be observed over the 45 years examined. The first period from
1970 to 1977 is ordered by a liberal discourse with social democratic undertones, a left-liberal
discourse. This gives way to a period from 1978 to 1982 of ideological struggle between the leftliberal discourse and an emergent neoliberal discourse. This emergent neoliberal discourse in the
budget speeches seeks to undermine the idea that the solution to stimulating economic growth lies
in further deficit expenditure, putting it in confrontation with the left-liberal discourse. The final
two periods, from 1983 to 2008 and 2009 to 2015 are variants of neoliberal discourse. A softneoliberal discourse can be observed in budget speeches from 1983-2008, this finally gives way to a
neoliberal austerity discourse from 2009-2015 when problems related to the Great Recession begin
to disrupt the coherency of the soft-neoliberal discourse. The shift in budget discourse from soft286
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neoliberal to neoliberal austerity is not a qualitative shift as observed in the movement from leftliberal to neoliberal discourse, but rather a quantitative change. The movement of neoliberal
discourse in budget speeches from the soft-neoliberal variant seen from 1983 to 2008 to an austerity
variant witnessed post 2008 enables the underlying neoliberal discourse to maintain its coherency in
the face of a dislocatory situation.
Periodisation was initially derived from a close reading of a subset of the corpus. If the
periodisation was fundamentally misleading one would expect the keyword analysis to produce
results contrary to the initial segmentation. For example, if the period from 1970-1977, identified as
being ordered by a left-liberal budgetary discourse, produced keywords which contradicted the
initial findings of the close reading one would question the viability of this approach to
segmentation. On the contrary the keyword analysis supports the initial stage of analysis and
produces data from concordance analysis in support of the initial periodisation. This triangulation of
the interpretation by two methods increases confidence in it. The next sections examine how the
discourses acted in each period.
9.3 Left-Liberalism (1970-1977)
Close-reading and corpus-linguistic analyses of the budget speeches demonstrate that the
objects of focus for the left-liberal discourse are broadly similar to that of other periods. Economic
growth and social concerns are prominent signifiers which the discourse orders in a manner
particular to its underlying logic and structure whilst analysis from section 7.2.1 suggests that the
left-liberal discourse possesses a unique social imaginary based around the concept of social justice.
9.3.1 Growth: Public Expenditure as an Engine for Economic Growth
Both the close reading of opening and closing budget statements presented in Chapters 6 and
7 and the subsequent keyword and concordance analyses in Chapter 8 demonstrate how economic
growth is constructed as resting in a positive relationship with public expenditure. Economic growth
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appears as a recurrent signifier during the first stage of analysis and this is reinforced through the
keyword analysis where keywords such as million, and expenditure are constructed positively in the
context of public expenditure with few negative connotations in relation to increases.
The capacity to induce economic growth through public expenditure is taken for granted
throughout the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977), a truth-statement which dissolves in the following
decades of budgetary discourse. Economic growth is constructed as beneficial throughout the
budget texts, a point common to all other periods yet the left-liberal discourse does not incorporate
traces of other discourses critical of using GDP as a measure for the health of an economy, a point
common to all periods examined. What differentiates the left-liberal discourse is the fact that social
development is neither constructed as being explicitly dependent on economic growth, nor standing
in an inherent opposition to it. Economic growth is rather constructed as something which must be
developed in tandem with social progress.
The issue of government expenditure as a source of economic growth is central to the
structure of the left-liberal discourse. This discourse determines the boundaries of what constitutes
acceptable articulations in relation to economic growth within budgetary discourse over the course
of the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977), losing its ability to offer a believable account of how to
stimulate economic growth as the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) arises. The
dislocation which ensues has less to do with the rate of economic growth taken in isolation and
more to do with the levels debt required to fund expenditure as well as the inflationary pressures
which become apparent as the period unfolds.
9.3.2 Mitigating Unemployment
From the preceding analysis of close reading opening and closing budget statements we
arrive at the conclusion that the issue of unemployment is central to the construction of the left-
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liberal discourse (1970-1977). More specifically, the construction of unemployment is understood
as a problem which could be solved by increased levels of current and capital expenditure.
It is interesting to note that unemployment, or words immediately related to employment, do
not appear as frequently as keywords during the analysis of budget speeches in Chapter 8 as one
might have anticipated they would from the initial closer reading. Rather than concluding that
unemployment is therefore unimportant, issues of employment are shown to be shared across all of
the periods through concordance analysis of the keywords as can be seen in Table 8.10.
The issue of unemployment is understood through the left-liberal discourse as a problem
which may be rectified through increased levels of public expenditure, both capital and current.
This construction fails to be reproduced in subsequent discourses, where employment comes to be
associated in relation to issues of competitiveness, labour-market activation and creating the right
environment for the private sector to tackle the problem. Keyword analysis also demonstrates that
issues of employment are predominantly constructed in the context of national pay agreements
concerned with suppressing inflation.
In summary, increased levels of public expenditure during the left-liberal discourse (19701977) are not constructed as being a hindrance to levels of economic growth and employment rates
as we observe in later discourses. On the contrary the logic of the left-liberal discourse implies that
one should engage in government expenditure and national pay agreements to address the issue of
unemployment whilst countering inflationary tendencies.
9.3.3 Inflation
The importance of inflation to the left-liberal discourse from 1970-1977 was rendered
apparent by both the close reading of opening and closing budget statements and the subsequent
corpus linguistic analysis. Its meaning is determined by three interrelated factors. First is its
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relationship to public expenditure, second its relationship to increasing wage demands and third is
its negative character in relation to the issue of manufacturing competitiveness.
Inflation is constructed as being influenced in part by public expenditure, the same
expenditure which is also constructed as being capable of positively influencing the rate of
economic growth. An increase in government expenditure is constructed as leading to an increase in
inflation with the goal of the government being to walk a fine line between too little expenditure
which would subdue economic growth, and too much which would fuel inflation beyond managable
levels. This observation was made particularly apparent through the keyword analysis in Chapter 8.
The strong tendency for the keywords increase and prices to correlate together allows us to
observe how inflationary pressures are key from 1970-1977. We arrive at the conclusion that the
issue of inflation is constructed as being intimately linked to competitiveness, specifically in
relation to manufacturing and trade. This observation is interesting to note as it shows that
competitiveness is not a signifier uniquely attributable to the neoliberal discourses which follow.
Nevertheless, the construction of competitiveness during the left liberal budgetary discourse from
1970-1977 is qualitatively different from the competitiveness which is stressed in later periods
which places a greater emphasis on lowering rates of corporation tax.
9.3.4 A Socially Just Society: Social Imaginary of the Left-Liberal Discourse
Recounting from the earlier methodology chapter, myths and social imaginaries are those
privileged signifiers which provide structure to discursive constructions of the social (Howarth &
Stavrakakis, 2000; Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Laclau, 1990). The social imaginary is a type of
empty signifier with the capacity to represent the demands of many, often contradictory social
groups. In the left-liberal discourse, this takes the form of building a socially just society for the
benefit of all.
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Analysis of opening and closing budget statements lets us arrive at the conclusion that the
theme of social justice performs the role of social imaginary within the left-liberal discourse. It can
be concluded that there is an attempt to sublate the demands of different social groups under the
banner of creating a just society for all. How this society is constructed depends on the budget
speech and year in question, though common themes include an active role for the state in the
provision of better welfare services and the rectification of social injustices, leading to the creation
of a more humane society for all.
Unlike the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) and the neoliberal austerity
discourse (2009-2015) which see the supplanting or alteration of a budgetary discourse, keyword
analysis of the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) does not generate any prominent insights into the
social imaginary which orders constructions of the social. Nevertheless, it can be concluded that
constructions of keywords expenditure and economic support the initial findings derived from close
reading of the opening and closing budget statements. Expenditure is often constructed in the
context of the benefits of increasing public expenditure, which supports the aforementioned active
role of the state in bringing about a just society. We can also observe how economic collocates
frequently with social, supporting the idea that the state has a role in achieving some degree of
balance between economic and social progress.
The left-liberal discourse shares the same social imaginary as the social democratic
discourse. For Berman (2006, p.6)
social democracy was built on a belief in the primacy of politics and communitarianism –
that is, on a conviction that political forces rather than economic ones could and should be
the driving forces of history and that the ‘needs’ or ‘good’ of society must be protected and
nurtured.
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This is of particular interest as it shows how the social imaginary of a socially just society is
reproduced during the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) by those budget speeches examined by
both the FF majority government of the 19th Dáil from 1969-1973 as well as the FG-L coalition of
the 20th Dáil from 1973-1977. This lends credence to the relative stability and independence exerted
by the discourse up until its dissolution over the course of the period which follows.
We can conclude that close reading is necessary to uncover the social imaginary which
orders the budgetary discourse in the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977), keyword analysis offering
supplementary evidence in support of the close reading. Keyword analysis is not enough on its own
to render the functioning of the social imaginary visible. When the notion of social imaginary
becomes contested and mythical space opens up as a result of a dislocation, we can witness the
social come to the fore in keyword analysis, but during periods of relative stability such as that
witnessed in the left-liberal discourse we can find that the construction of the social in budget
speeches is not contested and therefore does not tend to appear in keyword analyses.
9.3.5 Unity and Identity in the Left-Liberal Discourse
The left-liberal discourse in budget speeches is predominantly concerned with attempts to
“dissolve the differential positivity of the social” (Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001, p. 181). In other
words, the left-liberal discourse claims to focus on addressing the demands of society as whole, and
not the particular demands of individual social groups. The signifiers related to the construction of
identity predominantly revolve around one signifier, the community.
Community is used in the budget speeches in a manner synonymous to people, as a signifier
which represents a homogeneous group whose interests the government seeks to represent. This is
particularly obvious in relation to the issue of wage inflation where it is argued that the actions of
certain sectional groups would cause harm to the community as a whole. Similarly, the signifier
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people is used in the left-liberal budget speeches to discuss a universal subjectivity for whom the
government is striving to create a better society.
The keyword analysis did not produce any data for this period in support of those findings
observed from the close reading of the opening and closing budget statements from the budget
speeches. This does not negate the observations made in the initial phase of the analysis, it simply
shows that the issue of articulating group identity was not abnormally frequent enough when
analysing the speeches in their entirety to appear prominently in keyword analysis. There is a desire
to construct subjectivity under the left-liberal discourse as homogeneous. Particular interests are
acknowledged in certain instances, though these are often constructed as opposing the interests of
the community. The government’s role is therefore presented as delivering a budget to work in the
interests of the universal rather than the particular.
Understanding identity creation within the left-liberal discourse is problematic when
attempting to uncritically transpose it onto pre-existing ideologies. On the one hand, it shares the
“distinctive social democratic vision of welfare … [as] universal in scope and egalitarian in its
distributive objectives” (Jackson, 2013, p. 417) but lacks the explicitly social-democratic vision
which one may expect to observe. It more closely adheres to Christian Democratic vision of “the
state’s duty to provide for the establishment of social balance based on redistributive justice”
(Pombeni, 2013, p. 369). Partial explanation for the peculiarity of this phenomenon might be
attributed to the coalition government in power from 1973 to 1977, a government composed of two
parties, the majority Christian-democratic FG and minority social-democratic partner L.
This discursive configuration offers theoretical insights in support of Laclau’s (1990)
position that in dissolving the differential positivity of the social, the demands of the universal
subject are emptied of their content. We thus find that the subjectivity of the people or the
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community is ordered by abstract demands for a better future for all as opposed to particular,
concrete demands for specific social improvements.
9.3.6 Summarising the Left-Liberal Discourse
We can conclude that the budgetary discourse is ordered by the nodal point of left-liberalism
as shown in Figure 9.2. Its manifestation is a syncretic variant which combines strands of socialdemocratic, Christian-democratic ideology and Keynesian fiscal policy and inflationary theory.

Figure 9.2
Visualisation of the left-liberal discursive structure of Irish budget speeches from 1970-1977

Note. Author’s interpretation. Blue signifies analysis derived from the close reading of opening and
closing statements, red signifies analysis derived from keyword and concordance analysis.

It is important to stress that the discourse that we observe is clearly not a social democratic
discourse but rather a left-liberal one. It closely adheres to the idea that “coordinated governmental
action and agency were held to be the rational and democratically accountable implementation of a
common good … [the] left-wing of liberalism incorporated a vision of social justice as an extension
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of its emphasis on individual flourishing” (Freeden & Stears, 2013, p. 395). For traditional socialdemocracy, the welfare-state is a means towards achieving an end rather than a tool for mere
redistributive justice under capitalism (Jackson, 2013). Strategic discussion towards these ends
remains firmly beyond the discourse presented during this period.
Key moments in this budgetary discourse concern the fundamental issue of economic
growth and two social-ills which are constructed as detrimental to the idea of the common good.
Economic growth, unemployment and inflation are each constructed as a dependent variables of
government spending. Ministers for finance Colley of FF and Ryan of FG seek to find a balance
between expansionary effects of government spending and the harmful inflationary pressures that
this induces. The arrangement of these moments into a cohesive structure holds as long as the
observations stated above retain their coherency. It is important to note that this is not a comment
about the validity of the statements, rather their capacity to represent the idea of what constitutes
acceptable fiscal policy in a coherent manner.
As Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2001) point out, every discourse requires a constitutive outside
in order to make sense. The earlier analysis shows that the constitutive outside for the left-liberal
discourse witnessed is apparent only through its absence and an understanding of historical context.
Much emphasis in the budget speeches is placed on the issue of free-trade during the left-liberal
discourse (1970-1977).
Further, though the left-liberal discourse advocates increased expenditure to resolve social
issues and create a just society, the calls for increased expenditure do not include plans for the
strategic nationalisation of industries or worker control of the means of production. In this way we
can discern the boundaries of the budgetary discourse and conclude that it stands in opposition to
social-democratic and protectionist discourses.

295

Chapter 9: Findings and Discussion
We may also point out that the left-liberal discourse stands in opposition to the neoliberal
discourse which supplants it in the coming period. The main difference between the two concerns
the contestation of the signifier growth in relation to expenditure and current budget deficits.
Finally, the left-liberal discourse emphasises the notion of a common good, and makes use
of a universal subjectivity to whom the government addresses itself in the form of community.
Sectional interests are excluded from these universal identities in the budget speeches, and
sometimes constructed as antagonistic towards them.
The conclusions derived from the analysis of budget discourse contrasts with Mercille and
Murphy’s (2015) categorisation of the period from 1970-1980 in Ireland as a period of
“nascent/disarticulated neoliberalisation” (p.17). The conclusion we can draw from the analysis
presented in this thesis is that a period of left-liberalism in budget speeches from 1970 to 1977 is
distinct from the dislocation which follows, giving way to a period of intense struggle between the
left-liberal discourse and the new neoliberal discourse. The cases Mercille and Murphy (2015)
present for this period of nascent neoliberalism include movement away from protectionism as well
as tax concessions for FDI and a reorientation of public spending. It is not apparent that pursuing
protectionist policies is a necessary condition for the production of the left-liberal discourse, though
a change in the construction of public spending does indicate a fundamental discursive shift. This
brings us to the next period, dislocation of the left-liberal discourse.
9.4 Breakdown of the Left-Liberal Discourse (1978-1982)
Analysis from the preceding chapters brings us to the conclusion that the left-liberal
discourse observed in the budget speeches of the preceding period suffers a severe dislocation
between 1978 and 1982. This is found through both the analysis of opening and closing budget
statements, as well as keyword analysis of the entire budget texts, indicating erratic swings between
an increasingly compromised left-liberal discourse and a newly emergent neoliberal discourse
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within the budget speeches. Both of these budgetary discourses seek to solve the contradiction of
low growth and high inflation in Ireland at the time, but the issue is ultimately resolved in favour of
a new neoliberal discourse.
Tension between the idea that government spending has a positive impact on economic
growth and the idea that government spending produces inflationary effects ultimately results in a
contradiction for the left-liberal discourse which is insurmountable. This problem leads to the
dislocation observed in the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982), a period in which the
old left-liberal discourse makes concessions to a newly emergent neoliberal discourse before
eventually being supplanted by it. It is worth noting that this is the only dislocation which emerges
over the 45 year period which the hegemonic discourse is incapable of resolving though a re-setting,
to use the metaphor of a dislocated socket, of the discourse and a counter-hegemonic discourse
takes its place.
9.4.1 Weakening the Link Between Growth and Public Expenditure
Analysis of both signifiers derived from close-reading of opening and closing budget
statements as well as the corpus-linguistic analysis of the whole speeches leads to the conclusion
that the meaning of growth changes radically for government during the breakdown of left-liberal
discourse (1978-1982). Where formerly one witnessed a relatively stable link between public
expenditure and growth, this stability gives way to a struggle to fix new meanings between these
two signifiers.
In this struggle, one witnesses two competing discourses. The first is comprised of varying
versions of the left-liberal discourse where public expenditure is still recognised as beneficial,
though now constrained largely to capital expenditure. This is coupled with a retrenchment of the
public sector’s role in stimulating growth coupled with a concerted effort by the government to
divest the responsibility for growth to the private sector. The second discourse, an emerging
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neoliberal discourse, presents an antagonism between current expenditure and capital expenditure,
with current expenditure constructed as being a hindrance to growth and employment. This
neoliberal discourse is one which looks to end current-budget deficits and reducing borrowing for
major capital investment. Further borrowing to pay for public expenditure is treated as a threat to
national sovereignty.
Findings from the keyword analysis support the conclusion that the manner in which
economic growth is constructed within budget speeches in relation to expenditure changed
substantially over the course of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982). Deficit appears
as a key word, constructed predominantly in the context of those current budget deficits previously
addressed in Chapter 8 which are now constructed as unsustainable and must be reduced or
eliminated. This is unsurprising in light of the context of the oil crises and rapidly increasing
government debt as outlined in Chapter 3.
This focus on deficit appears alongside a new focus on the keyword revenue which derives
its meaning in relation to increasing revenue streams for the exchequer. This is enabled often
through tax increases in order to reduce the current budget deficit. We can conclude that growth is
no longer constructed as being sustainable through deficit expenditure, with acknowledgement from
both the weakened left-liberal and the emergent neoliberal discourse that further current-budget
deficits are harmful to long-term growth prospects for the economy.
Whilst budget deficits were common, we only witness the emergence of rapidly expanding
current deficits in the mid-1970s as a result of attempts to offset the negative effects of the first oil
crisis, negative effects such as unemployment (Honohan, 1999). This continues from 1977 until
1981 in an exuberance of fiscal stimulus under the guidance of FF’s overall majority government, in
what Honohan (1999, p.75) refers to as a phase of “unsustainable expansion” followed by a phase
of “good intentions” (Honohan, 1999, p.75) from 1981 to 1986. Good intentions in this instance
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acts as a euphemism for the abandonment of expansionary expenditure and acceptance of the idea
that borrowing and deficit expenditure must be reduced, though political constraints prevented this
from being implemented rapidly.
The findings derived from both close reading and corpus-linguistic analysis show how the
theoretical concept of dislocation functions in practice. The breakdown of left-liberal discourse
(1978-1982) offers an empirical example of an event “that cannot be symbolized by an existent
discursive order, and thus function[s] to disrupt that order” (Howarth, 2000, p. 111). In light of the
incapacity for the left-liberal discourse to coherently articulate how future growth will be sustained
in Ireland, we witness its dissolution. Each of the discourses which emerge in the budget speeches
concede that the private sector must take responsibility for economic growth, with greater or lesser
emphasis on the role of the state in supporting this growth through capital investment. Ultimately,
the space which is opened up by this dislocation is filled by the neoliberal discourse and rejects the
idea of pursuing economic growth through deficit expenditure, insisting on reducing current-deficits
in order to create a sound macro-basis for economic recovery and growth, the standard neoliberal
policy mix for solving economies in crisis commonly referred to as the Washington Consensus
(Saad-Filho, 2005).
9.4.2 Debt and Deficits: A Problem
The construction of expansionary expenditure in the preceding and current periods raises the
issue of deficits and debt. Where formerly the construction of deficit-expenditure is seen as a
beneficial variable in the growth equation, we can conclude that over the course of the breakdown
of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) this changes until it is eventually constructed overwhelmingly
as a problem due to the fact that national debt more than doubled from an equivalent of €7.7 billion
to €15.1 billion (FitzGerald, 2019), an increase of national debt from approximately 61.6% to
82.3% of GDP during this period (World Bank, 2019). Current-deficits are constructed as
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hampering growth, whilst deficits incurred from capital-expenditure are only sporadically subject to
the same logic during this period. Attempts to suture the dislocation fall between agreement over
reducing current deficits in moderate increments, or taking decisive action to eliminate them.
We arrive at the conclusion from the close reading of opening and closing budget statements
that there is a movement from advocating a continuation of deficit expenditure, conditional on the
private sector acting as the engine for economic growth, towards an ultimate rejection as the period
closes. The key point which arises is the issue of sustainability of financing public expenditure
through borrowing, leading to a situation where a continuation of debt-financed deficit expenditure
is unacceptable to the government.
In the analysis presented in the preceding chapters we witness a broad consensus on the
need to reduce deficits despite the fact that they continued to rise from 1979 to 1982 (Bielenberg &
Ryan, 2013, para. 13.31). We can conclude that the point of contention between the two competing
discourses now becomes the quantity of reduction, not the idea of reduction itself.
The premise that the government can grow its way out of the economic difficulties faced in
1981 through some level of deficit expenditure persists, though a distinction is now drawn between
current and capital expenditure. Capital expenditure is constructed as a beneficial form of
expenditure which can stimulate growth, whilst current expenditure is relegated to the unfavourable
position of standing in opposition as a form of expenditure which needs to be reduced or eliminated.
As the period draws to a close, we see the emergence of a new budgetary discourse which
seeks the total reduction of borrowing to fund current expenditure. This is coupled with a desire to
reduce capital expenditure, subjecting existing projects to scrutiny so that the basis for borrowing is
not one of assumed growth, but whether or not the capital expenditure has the capacity to generate
income streams which will enable the state to repay the loan.
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Here we can conclude that there is a fundamental rejection of the left-liberal discourse and
the emergence of a new, neoliberal discourse. We can conclude that the supplementary budget of
1981 introduced by a minority FG and L coalition marks the beginning of the end of the left-liberal
discourse, though not before it appears one last time during the second budget of 1982.
Findings from the keyword analysis of the whole speeches support those derived from the
analysis of opening and closing budget statements. The signifier borrowing is a keyword for the
period, emphasising the importance which is placed in budget speeches on the topic over the course
of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982). Further, the keyword analysis emphasises
the tendency for borrowing to be constructed in the context of the new consensus towards the need
to reduce borrowing.
The linkage between borrowing and deficits is also rendered apparent through keyword
analysis where deficit appears as a keyword during the period. Deficit, as has been treated
previously, is constructed in the context of reducing deficits and particularly in relation to reducing
deficit expenditure which is reliant on debt.
Public expenditure, borrowing and debt function as floating signifiers between two
competing discourses. The left-liberal discourse presented in the budget speeches seeks to fix the
meaning of these signifiers by first conceding ground over current-expenditure. Throughout the
period we witness how deficit expenditure is justified as being able to provide stimulatory effects to
economic growth, though now only in the context of borrowing to fund capital expenditure.
Borrowing to fund current-expenditure is no longer afforded legitimacy through the assumption that
it will induce economic growth. Instead borrowing is legitimised as being necessary to protect the
most vulnerable in society, or as prudent and sustainable. The link between economic growth and
public expenditure is weakened as is the justification for borrowing to fund public expenditure.
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The emergent neoliberal discourse presented in the budget speeches seeks to fix the meaning
of public expenditure and borrowing in a negative light. Where the left-liberal discourse concedes
ground to the point of acknowledging the need to reduce borrowing, the newly emergent neoliberal
discourse in the budget speeches constructs borrowing for current-expenditure as a threat which
must be eliminated as soon as feasibly possible. This is coupled with a scepticism of deficit
expenditure for capital projects which must now be justified on the basis of their potential to offer a
return on investment capable of covering the costs of the initial loans.
9.4.3 Competing Visions for Recovery
We can conclude that each of the two budgetary discourses present variations of the same
solution for economic recovery. The left-liberal discourse acknowledges the lack of sustainability
with regards to current-budget expenditure. In doing so it starts to shift the responsibility for growth
to the private sector, making continued expenditure dependent upon the performance of the private
sector. When this fails, we witness the acknowledgement that it is necessary to reduce current
expenditure, though there is still a firm desire to continue with borrowing to induce growth through
capital expenditure projects.
The competing neoliberal budgetary discourse demonstrates a greater commitment to
minimising current-budget deficits. This commitment to the elimination of current-budget deficits is
met with a greater scepticism towards the role of capital expenditure. The path to recovery is one of
reconstructing the finances of the nation which involves reducing capital expenditure to only those
projects which are likely to offer a return on investment. The logic of engaging in deficit
expenditure to induce growth is largely negated in this neoliberal discourse. Instead, we are
presented with a new concept, that economic growth emerges from sound fiscal policy which can
only be established by restoring confidence through emphasis of living within one’s means.
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Concretely, this involves the elimination of current budget deficits and the moderation of income
demands to address inflation.

9.4.4 From Acting on Behalf of the Whole Community to Protecting the National Interest:
Attempts to Construct a Social Imaginary
Over the course of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) we witness one
social imaginary constructed around the idea of representing a common interest of a universal
subject of community give way to a new social imaginary based around the idea of a national
interest and maintaining sovereignty. The division between the two is not as clear-cut as one might
hope, rather we witness the continuation of the former as the latter is introduced at the same
moment; we witness not so much a rupture from one social imaginary to another as a sliding of one
into the other.
We can conclude that the first social imaginary witnessed is more familiar to the left-liberal
budgetary discourse though it is also initially employed within the neoliberal discourse. As the
period progresses and the neoliberal discourse is asserted more, we can also conclude that the social
imaginary begins to shift from representing the demands of the community at large, to a focus on
the idea of the national interest. The demands of the individual are sublated in the face of the
national interest and the national interest is presented coterminous with the elimination of current
budget deficits which had extended to unsupportable levels as outlined in Chapter 3.

9.4.5 Homogenising Identity: Community, Nationalism and Identity Formation
We arrive at the conclusion that budget speeches during the breakdown of left-liberal
discourse (1978-1982) demonstrate a strong tendency towards the homogenisation of the social, it is
distinguished by a concerted effort by both discourses to employ logics of equivalence which seek
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to condense the social space. As Howarth (2000) explains, “a project principally employing the
logic of equivalence seeks to divide social space by condensing meanings around two antagonistic
poles” (p.107). As the social imaginary discussed in the preceding section represents the capacity to
act as an empty signifier which binds together the demands and interests of different groups, we can
conclude that this process occurs in tandem with a desire to construct a universal subjectivity.
This attempt to construct a universal subjectivity is apparent in a number of instances in the
budget speeches over the course of the period, either through the use of the nation or the
employment of the broad concept of community. In each discourse, the particular is incorporated
into the universal identity of the nation or the community.
This leads us to the observation of a particular phenomenon in which there is an observable
tendency in budget speeches to forge chains of equivalence among disparate identities in an attempt
to unify the social into two antagonistic poles. On one side, we have a unified subjectivity such as
the nation, or more specifically the people of the nation, which is threatened by a discursive exterior
such as sectional interests. The social is largely condensed into these two opposing camps and in
those instances where alteriority is acknowledged it is often sublated into one of the two. This
phenomenon has a distinctly hegemonic quality, in the Gramscian (1947/1992) sense of the term,
where the interests of the dominant group in society are presented and accepted as the universal
interests of all thereby dissolving differences among social groups in the process of its
dissemination.
9.4.6 Summarising the Dislocation of the Left-Liberal Discourse
Both close reading and the corpus-linguistic analysis of the budget speeches show a decisive
change in discourse from the preceding period. The breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982)
offers an insight into a severe dislocation where a previously hegemonic left-liberal discourse
attempts to suture the space which is opened up by making concessions in order to attain a degree of
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coherency. This discourse is challenged by a new neoliberal discourse which seeks to articulate the
causes and solutions of the fiscal problems which started in 1979 in a radically different manner.
The dislocation is centred on the weakening of the idea that increases in public expenditure lead to
concomitant increases in economic growth, a point which is challenged in the face of rapidly rising
inflation, unemployment and concern towards the sustainability of continued public borrowing to
fund current expenditure as discussed previously in Chapter 3.
Figure 9.3 offers a partial visual representation of this process where a gap is opened up by
the dislocation of the left-liberal discourse and a counter-hegemonic neoliberal discourse attempts
to fill the space. The neoliberal discourse found within the budget speeches constructs economic
growth in relation to the role of the private sector and cuts to public expenditure and the reduction
or elimination of budget deficits. On the other side the left-liberal discourse still insists that there is
a role for public expenditure in promoting economic growth, though limited now to the idea that
any such expenditure should be targeted towards capital expenditure projects.
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Figure 9.3
A partial visualisation of the dislocation and attempts to suture it by left-liberal and neoliberal
alternatives

Note. Author’s interpretation. Blue signifies analysis derived from the close reading of opening and
closing statements, red signifies analysis derived from keyword and concordance analysis.

To summarise, analysis of the budget speeches in the breakdown of left-liberal discourse
(1978-1982) shows a clear change in discourse from the preceding left-liberal discourse (19701977). This change is twofold, on the one hand we witness a modified iteration of the left-liberal
discourse comparable to a “first-order change” (Hall, 1993, p. 278) to the extant discourse. On the
other, we witness the emergence of a new neoliberal discourse which is comparable to a “thirdorder change” (Hall, 1993, p. 279). The development of the left-liberal discourse is reminiscent of
Schmidt and Thatcher’s (2013) observation that paradigms can be stretched to meet the demands of
different groups, derived from Hall’s (1993) reference to paradigm stretching in which gradual
concessions ultimately lead to an undermining of “the intellectual coherence and precision of the
original paradigm” (Hall, 1993, p. 280). When the paradigm can be stretched no further, it reaches
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its breaking point leading to the adoption of a new paradigm, a process which Schmidt and Thatcher
(2013) acknowledge bears a similarity to Kuhn’s understanding of paradigm change.
The new neoliberal discourse which vies to become the hegemonic budgetary discourse is
radically different in its implicit assumptions about the role of public expenditure and growth as
well as the role of debt. Over the course of the coming period, this neoliberal discourse is
sedimented as the new common-sense, thus becoming the hegemonic discourse within budget
speeches.

9.5 Soft-Neoliberal Discourse (1983-2008)
The soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) emerges as a resolution of the dislocation which
brought the left-liberal discourse to a breaking point in favour of the emergence of a nascent
neoliberal discourse. Whilst a neoliberal discourse emerges to contest the left-liberal discourse in
the preceding period, we only witness its emergence in budget speeches as a newly hegemonic
discourse after 1983. The common point which binds all budgetary discourses together over the
course of the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008), even through different economic challenges, is
the fact that they ascribe to a form of soft-neoliberalism. This soft-neoliberal discourse exhibits a
general tendency to recognise commitments to social spending and protection of the most
vulnerable in society whilst also exhibiting a strong commitment to stimulate economic growth and
employment through market mechanisms. the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) ushers in an era
of market dominance where government expenditure becomes contingent upon economic growth
and economic growth is largely dis-articulated from accounts of government expenditure.
Justifications for issues such as economic growth, debt and taxes are constructed within a
soft-neoliberal discourse even as new policies emerge, recede or become crystallised as new forms
of common-sense. This is particularly evident with the implementation of the 12.5% rate of
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corporation tax, absent at the start of the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) and elevated to a
consistent moment within the soft-neoliberal discourse 1983 to 2008. The soft-neoliberal discourse
(1983-2008) also witnesses the emergence of a move from focusing on universal articulations of
identity seen during the crisis of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982), to
articulations of particular identities. The first point of discussion will address how growth is
constructed over the period.
9.5.1 Growth: Competitiveness and Sustainability
Rueda (2006) describes the emergence of a new wave of social democracy which is
comparable to the phenomenon referred to by Quiggin (2018) as “soft neoliberalism” (p. 148)
borrowed here. Rueda (2006) observes that nominally social democratic governments from 1980 to
1995 are qualitatively different in pursuit of their agendas to those which preceded them. For this
reason, soft-neoliberalism is more appropriate to describe a situation in which the old strategies for
economic growth “have been abandoned and the provision of equality and security to the most
vulnerable sectors of the labour market does not seem to be a goal comparable to economic growth
and, perhaps, the control of inflation” (Rueda, 2006, p. 405). This break with the old model of
social democracy forms the starting point of the investigation into neoliberal constructions of
growth within the budget speeches examined.
It should be remarked that a fixation with economic growth is not, in and of itself, a
neoliberal trait. One need only acknowledge literature on Soviet economic planning (Bettelheim,
1950; Ofer, 1987; Zaleski, 1980) to see that economic growth can be constructed as part of
discourses antagonistic to capitalist production relations as a whole. This raises the question of how
growth should be articulated before one understands it as neoliberal growth. In the case of Ireland,
the construction of economic growth as neoliberal growth in the budget speeches largely rests upon
the central assumption that certain conditions are necessary for growth to occur; reducing or
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eliminating deficit expenditure, lowering rates of taxation and increasing the competitiveness of
private enterprise. These particular conditions are the properties which give the construction of
growth its neoliberal content.
We observe from our findings that competitiveness plays a key role in the construction of
neoliberal growth throughout the budget speeches. Whilst it would be remiss to claim that issues of
competitiveness were absent from former periods, it now takes on a central role. From the start of
the period, competitiveness is constructed as one of the central pillars for achieving economic
growth finally reaching a point at which it becomes firmly sedimented within the soft-neoliberal
discourse as a new form of common-sense within the budget speeches.
It is worth noting that the discourse around competitiveness and sustainability is a distinctly
soft variant of the neoliberal discourse. Whilst a clear antagonism is established in the budget
speeches, there is no outright ideological assault upon the provision of public services. Rather, the
provision of public services is constructed as being contingent on the performance of the private
sector to drive economic growth and the revenues that this affords to the state.
In summary, we witness a shift in the construction of growth from being driven by public
expenditure to standing in opposition to public expenditure. The role of the state moves from one of
direct intervention to the more detached role of creating the right environment for private enterprise
to drive growth. This is coupled with a linking of economic growth to the idea of competitiveness
which permeates through to labour, enterprise and even the construction of the state itself.
Theoretically, we witness the sedimentation of what was a floating signifier in the breakdown of
left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) become a moment in the soft-neoliberal discourse.
9.5.2 Debt and Deficits: A New Common Sense
Gramsci’s (1947/1992) use of the term senso commune otherwise translated as “common
sense” (p.325) is here borrowed to refer to the change in the construction of debt and deficits in
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budgetary discourse. Gramscian common sense refers to “all those heterogeneous narratives and
accepted ‘facts’ that structure so much of what we take to be no more than a simple reality”
(Crehan, 2016, p.44) and thus differs from the way in which the term is usually employed in
common English usage. We arrive at the conclusion that the emergence of a soft-neoliberal
discourse establishes a new common-sense around the permissibility of deficit expenditure. As
discussed in the preceding section deficit expenditure is no longer positively tied to economic
growth, the link between the two variables is constructed as resting in an inversely proportional
relationship and the justification for engaging in current budget deficit expenditure to induce growth
is negated.
This new common-sense constructs the elimination of current budget deficits as an
important goal for successive governments during the first half of the soft-neoliberal discourse
(1983-2008) and continues to be constructed as a general necessity for economic growth in the
latter half of the period when current budget surpluses are finally achieved. This is managed not
only by severing the former connection between government spending and growth, but also by
articulating the necessity to reduce and ultimately eliminate current budget deficits as a
precondition for economic growth. Debt-fuelled public expenditure is no longer constructed as
either permissible or wise.
This discursive shift in its first iterations appears to be of entirely of indigenous origin,
emerging as a solution to the contradictions of the left-liberal discourse. As time progresses we
witness the strong influence that European integration plays in sedimenting this necessity to reduce
and eliminate current deficits, to the point where “the debate about deficit reduction … [was]
largely uncontested” (Dukelow, 2011, p. 422) in light of the parameters set out by the Stability and
Growth Pact. This sedimentation specifically occurs in relation to maintaining deficits at 3 percent
and debt at 60% of GDP as set out by the Maastricht Treaty (Pasinetti, 1998), followed by a
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relaxation of hard debt limits but maintenance of deficit parameters at the same 3 percent level in
the newer Stability and Growth Pact (Buti et al., 1998).
Returning to PSDT, reducing or eliminating current-deficits becomes a moment in the softneoliberal discourse. It is no longer permissible to articulate economic growth in relation to running
current-budget deficits as formerly observed. Instead economic growth is articulated as an inverted
image of the preceding discourse, now being dependent on the reduction or elimination of current
budget deficits due to the negative impacts they have on attracting investment.
This articulation of current deficits plays a particularly privileged role in the soft-neoliberal
discourse. As will be discussed in the following sections, other moments such as social expenditure
find themselves newly arranged in an antagonistic relationship to this issue of maintaining what
constitutes acceptable levels of deficit expenditure.
9.5.3 Taxes: Competitiveness and Burdens
It can be concluded that a focus on taxation marks the soft-neoliberal period of budgetary
discourse, in particular this is determined by a focus on reducing taxation. The justification for
lowering taxation takes two forms: the first consists of an argument in favour of increasing
competitiveness and the barriers which higher rates of taxation create for business; the second
consists of a moral construction of tax as a burden of which the government should attempt to
relieve people.
The discussion of taxation as a burden is common in the analysis of budgets across all
periods, but the intensity with which instances of taxation are constructed in relation to being a
burden offers a qualitatively different picture of the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008). The
reduction of taxation assumes the form of a moral argument in which the just means of alleviating
social pressure from different social classes generates the same response; lower tax obligations.
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Within the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse, taxation on capital is viewed as inherently
negative. The growth of indigenous industry and attraction of foreign investment is positioned as
dependent on the reduction of taxation to offer those companies which operate within its borders a
competitive advantage. The logic of this leads to a series of distinct changes, most notably in the
context of corporation tax.
Corporation tax plays a large role in the construction of tax during this period, and
justifications for reducing the rate of corporation tax largely take the form of appeals to
competitiveness. The issue of competitiveness is first highlighted in budget speeches in relation to
attaining parity with European competitors, reducing rates of taxation to avoid disenfranchising
Irish businesses. Over the course of the period this evolves from solely justifying parity to justifying
the need to develop and maintain a competitive advantage. This persists until reaching the current
rate of 12.5% in 2003 which is justified as being a necessary component in attracting FDI and
stimulating economic growth within the budget speeches.
Competitiveness, growth and taxation are articulated together within the soft-neoliberal
discourse to create a justification for lowering rates of taxation on capital. The meaningfulness of
this discourse is coupled with references to empirical data on increased revenues available to the
state as a result of this policy. The immediate results bear significant fruit and serve to bolster the
legitimacy of the position, solidifying low rates of corporate taxation as a moment within the softneoliberal discourse.
A point of continuity between the budgetary constructions of soft-neoliberal discourse and
the left-liberal discourse which preceded it is the construction of taxation as a burden. Both
discourses frequently construct tax, income tax in particular, as a burden upon the citizenry which
the state should alleviate to the best of its abilities. In both discourses reducing rates of income tax
is seen as a policy which can be beneficial, particularly to those on low incomes. For those on
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higher incomes, tax credits are constructed in terms of fairness and retaining more of one’s hard
earned income.
Broadly, we can suggest that there are both moments of continuity and rupture in the softneoliberal discourse when considering the construction of taxation in the budget speeches.
Continuity in the context of desiring reductions to income tax, and rupture in the context of a hard
tack towards representing the interests of capital, particularly multinational capital, and aligning
those interests with the common interest of the citizenry.
9.5.4 Social Expenditure: Redefining Fairness
In preceding periods the issue of social development and the subjects which benefit from
social expenditure adopted more universal overtones. The advent of neoliberal discourse in budget
speeches brings a new focus to the subject of social expenditure, a more deprived form of
subjectivity in need of state-aid is contrasted in stark relief to preceding periods.
This latter point is apparent in the concern over provision of social welfare and issues of
labour market activation. We witness how unemployment benefits and the tax system are coconstructed as a potentially destabilising force for the labour market. This type of articulation acts
as a justification for reducing taxes and unemployment benefits by both incentivising and coercing
those in receipt of unemployment benefits in the hopes of mobilising a portion of unemployed
citizens into employment.
This focus on articulating social expenditure in relation to employment also extends to the
realm of social inclusion where the best way to address social problems is now constructed as being
tied directly to increasing the amount of people in the workforce. This new focus coincides with the
articulation of social development in constant relation to economic development.
Each of these points demonstrates a distinct shift in the manner in which social expenditure
is constructed in budget speeches. Social expenditure is constructed as limited by revenues
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generated by economic growth, which in turn determines the construction of which subjects are
implicitly entitled to said resources. It is not constructed independently, but almost universally
alongside other economic factors such as economic growth.
From a discourse theoretical perspective, both corpus linguistic analysis and the close
reading of opening and closing budget statements attests to a change in the construction of the
signifier of social expenditure within the soft-neoliberal discourse. Where social expenditure was
formerly constructed in the context of the universal subject of society, it now finds itself constructed
in the context of the particular subjectivity of the most vulnerable in society.
9.5.5 An Enterprising and Fair Society: Constructing the Soft-Neoliberal Social Imaginary
Analysis from Chapters 6, 7 and 8 support the categorisation of a soft-neoliberal social
imaginary which emerges in the early 1990s. One of the more surprising findings is that the years
from 1983 to 1992 produce few examples of a social imaginary when examining keywords and
opening and closing speeches. On this point it is interesting to note that there is much agreement
within the literature of the time concerning “the dismal nature of Ireland’s economic performance to
1987” (Geary, 1992, p. 277) in addition to rampant emigration (King & Shuttleworth, 1988).
Though we cannot claim that dismal economic performance and mass emigration are the cause of
this seeming absence of a social imaginary from 1983 to 1992, as by conventional accounts
economic performance improves post 1987 (Leddin & Walsh, 2013), it is nevertheless worth noting
that these phenomena coincide. The emergence of a social imaginary only seems to appear
oncemore when there is a degree of certainty about the success of the post 1987 economic policies
and a positive vision of society is conceivable once again.
The soft-neoliberal vision of society adopts the following general characteristics in theory
(Quiggin, 2018, p.148):
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Despite accepting the core elements of hard neoliberalism, soft neoliberals attempted … to
mitigate the growing inequality that inevitably resulted from the implementation of the
neoliberal programme. In particular, soft neoliberal governments attempted to improve the
functioning of the social welfare system rather than eliminating it or stripping it down to a
minimal ‘safety net’ … the egalitarianism of traditional social democracy was abandoned,
with arguments about the distribution of income and access to community services being
replaced by discussion of ‘safety nets’ or the efficient provision of services to ‘customers’.
In practice the analysis presented over Chapters 6, 7 and 8 have demonstrated that this vision of
soft-neoliberalism can be seen more or less in practice from 1993 through to 2008. The vision of
society is constructed as one being based on a culture of enterprise whilst the former tendency to
construct society as serving a common good is changed to a tendency towards reducing inequality.
These two points, discussed in more detail in Section 7.4.1 are supported by subsequent keyword
analysis presented in Section 8.4.7 in which the construction of the keyword social in the context of
social inclusion.
Finally, the issue of periodisation is worth discussing in brief. If the social imaginary for the
soft-neoliberal discourse only appears in 1993 one might reasonably question on what grounds is it
correct to argue that the whole period from 1983 to 2008 may be considered as a soft-neoliberal
discourse. Two options present themselves on considering this point. The first option is that there
exists a fundamentally different discourse at play from 1983 to 1992 and the periodisation presented
herein is incorrect. The second option, which is the one adopted in this thesis, is that the
fundamental structure of the discourse from 1983 to 2008 remains broadly consistent with the
exception of the issue of the absence of a social imaginary from 1983 to 1992. If we were to
categorise the discourse as fundamentally different on the basis of this absence alone, we believe
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that it would be more misleading than pointing out that the soft-neoliberal discourse suffers from an
anomalous start.
9.5.6 Dispersing Identity: Addressing Interest Groups
Close analysis of identity construction within the soft-neoliberal period points towards a
multiplicity of articulated subject positions. Both logics of equivalence and logics of difference
(Laclau & Mouffe, 1985/2001) are at play in shaping the identities of possible subject positions
within the soft-neoliberal discourse. Whilst there are years in which singular identities are the only
forms of identity posited, more often than not we see a combination of, or total dispersion of
identities during the soft-neoliberal period thus indicating an expansion of the discursive order
(Howarth, 2000).
The introduction of a soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse appears to coincide with this
strong shift towards expanding the social order, incorporating a multiplicity of subject positions
within the opening and closing budget statements. Whilst Laclau and Mouffe (1985/2001) appear to
think of logics of equivalence and difference as poles towards which a given discourse will tend, we
witness periods of time where both unity and particularity coexist as well as periods of time where
one logic supersedes the other. Rather than one superseding the other, both logics of equivalence
and difference appear in the same budget speech ordered by the same discourse.
In spite of this, there is an extended period throughout the soft-neoliberal discourse where
logics of difference appear to take strong precedence over logics of equivalence. This occurs over
the five year period from 1994 to 1999 as well as the smaller periods of 2004, 2007 and 2008.
During these years the majority of identities are constructed in the context of how the government
intends to help the groups mentioned in question. As similar patterns have been observed in the
preceding periods it is important to stress that the process of expanding and fragmenting the social
is not unique to the soft-neoliberal discourse.
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There are two possible explanations for this phenomenon. The first we might term the
ideological explanation whilst the latter we might call the economic explanation. From the
perspective of the ideological explanation we might argue that this dispersion of identity and
fragmentation of the social is not a coincidence under soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse.
Neoliberalism is an ideology which fragments the social, or as Phelan (2007, p. 34) states, “the
notion of a self-contained individual subject is privileged, ontologically and epistemologically,
while invocations of a collective subject (the ‘social’, the ‘public good’, etc) are regarded with
suspicion” as Thatcher’s (1987) famous statement that “there is no such thing as society. There are
individual men and women and there are families” (p.30), epitomised.
From this perspective we might account for the prevalence of logics of difference on the
basis of the change in discourse; specifically, the new ordering of the budget around a softneoliberal nodal point. Yet this explanation seems underwhelming at best given the context, where
instances of particularity are often constructed in relation to provisioning forms of social aid to
distinct groups, a practice antithetical to what Quiggin (2018) would refer to as a form of
neoliberalism. The soft-neoliberal discourse observed within the budget speeches is not one in
which fragmentation is employed to deny the existence of society, but rather to help social groups
on the conditional basis of future economic growth and the revenues which emerge from that
growth.
On the other hand, we might adopt an economic explanation. Logics of difference come to
dominate the period in question as the economic situation improves and more fiscal space opens up
for successive governments to directly address the needs and concerns of different groups in society.
This latter explanation offers the ability to account for why we observe a movement back towards
logics of equivalence as the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse collapses and the neoliberal
austerity discourse emerges, both of which are distinctly neoliberal.
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Without falling into a case of argumentum ad temperantiam we arrive at the conclusion that
there is merit to finding a middle-ground between both explanations. It would be remiss to ignore
the particularisation which occurs with the change in discourse, but it is also incorrect to attribute
this change inherently to the movement towards neoliberalism without an understanding of the
underlying economic context as outlined in Chapter 3.
9.5.7 Summarising the Soft-Neoliberal Discourse
The budgetary discourse witnessed during the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) is
largely in accordance with progressive (Fraser, 2016) or soft (Quiggin, 2018) variants of
neoliberalism prominently associated with the third way politics adopted by social-democratic and
liberal parties in the 1980s and 1990s (Callinicos, 2001; Peck et al., 2018). Yet, the discourse which
dominates the budgets in the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) does not neatly match the
definition offered by Quiggin (2018, p.148) of a soft-neoliberalism which led to an “acceptance of
most of the core elements of the neoliberal programme, including privatisation, attacks on trade
unions, uncritical acceptance of the dominant role of the financial sector, and attempts to halt or
reverse the growth of the public sector”. Figure 9.4 offers a partial visual representation of the softneoliberal budgetary discourse.
In accordance with Quiggin (2018), large series of privatisations occurred over the course of
the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) in fields ranging from aeronautical to telecommunications
and finance. Yet, the soft-neoliberal discourse witnessed from 1983-2008 is largely silent on the
issue of privatisation. One encounters instances of privatisation in budget speeches, but the theme of
privatisation is largely absent as a theme in the analysis conducted. Privatisation may be something
which is being done, but it is not discussed at length in budget speeches.
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Figure 9.4
A partial visualisation of the soft-neoliberal discursive structure in budgets

Note. Author’s interpretation. Blue signifies analysis derived from the close reading of opening and
closing statements, red signifies analysis derived from keyword and concordance analysis.

In a similar manner, attacks on the power of trade unions occurred over the course of the
soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008). The 1990 Industrial Relations Act offers an example of such
an attack; an act which individualised social conflict through a series of resolution commissions and
banned political, secondary picketing and support strikes (Industrial Relations Act, 1990). Yet this
hostility did not appear prominently in the analysis of the budgetary discourse during the softneoliberal discourse from 1983-2008, rather the opposite.
Through the soft-neoliberal discourse we witness the rebirth and flowering of the neocorporatist arrangement from 1987 known as social partnership after a reinstated period of free
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collective bargaining from 1981 to 1987 (Roche & Cradden, 2003). Whilst Allen (2000) would
argue that social partnership has played a role in neutralising the effectiveness of the trade union
movement, the discourse employed in budget speeches shows no such drive towards that objective.
Instead, social partnership is presented as universally beneficial for all and the path towards
renewed growth.
The Irish variant of soft-neoliberal discourse represented in the budget speeches focuses
considerably less on the dominant role of finance which tends to be associated with softneoliberalism (Quiggin, 2018), the emphasis is instead placed on the role of attracting and retaining
FDI. This is best explained through context, in the UK and the US “the political nature of the
turnaround leading to the new power of finance was completely obvious” (Duménil & Lévy, 2004,
p. 212), whereas budgetary discourse in Ireland was increasingly concerned with lower rates of
taxation to attract FDI and improve the competitiveness of native industry.
Finally, attempts to halt or reverse the growth of the public sector are not explicitly stated
from the position of the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse encountered over this period. Instead,
reversal of the growth of the public sector becomes conditional within the budgetary discourse on
growth and the presence of current budget deficits. Whilst it may achieve the same goal, the manner
in which the goal is achieved is radically different from a hard-neoliberal discourse which is
vehemently opposed to the expansion of public expenditure, seeking to reduce “non-core functions
[of the economy] through privatisation … [and] to minimise the role of the state in core functions
such as health, education and income security through contracting out, voucher schemes and so on”
(Quiggin, 2018, p. 147). Instead, the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse witnessed in the analysis of
preceding chapters adopts a more conciliatory and reasoned argument against expanding public
expenditure based on immediate and pragmatic concerns.
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9.6 Neoliberal Austerity discourse (2009-2015)
Unlike the change witnessed from the left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) to the softneoliberal discourse (1983-2008), the change from soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) to
neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) is not one which involves an ideological shift away from
neoliberalism. The soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) and the neoliberal austerity discourse
(2009-2015) are both structured by a common set of neoliberal signifiers, one could even posit that
a variant of the same discourse orders the opening and closing parts of budget speeches in both
periods, with soft-neoliberal and neoliberal austerity discourses acting as two faces of the same
coin. In other words, the austerity discourse employed in the neoliberal austerity discourse (20092015) appears to be the logical conclusion of a soft-neoliberal discourse when faced with significant
budget deficits during an economic crisis. In essence, the fundamental premises of the softneoliberal discourse remain untouched even as the object of the discourse changes.
As with preceding sections, key moments in the structure of the austerity discourse are
discussed in conjunction with an assessment of how identity and social antagonisms are constructed
through the austerity discourse. The reader will note many similarities with the preceding section
which are tied to the fundamental premises of neoliberalism, including a stress on the importance of
competitiveness, protecting lower rates of taxation on capital and a strong emphasis on reducing
debt and deficits which are constructed as being antithetical to restoring or promoting economic
growth.
9.6.1 Growth: Competitiveness, Sustainability and Continuity
More continuity is evident in the continued construction of growth within the context of
sustainability in opening and closing budget statements, a theme which emerged prominently
throughout the soft-neoliberal discourse (1983-2008) and continues under the neoliberal austerity
discourse. This inherently includes a sense of futurity and the implicit assumption that steps taken to
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achieve economic growth should produce results which will be manageable over an extended time
period.
As with the soft-neoliberal discourse, the private sector is constructed as the engine of
growth. The state’s role continues to be constructed as focusing predominantly on the task of
creating the correct environmental conditions for private enterprise to unleash its beneficial effects
on the economy. Unlike the movement from left-liberal to a soft-neoliberal discourse in the budgets,
we arrive at the conclusion that there is no substantial change in the movement from soft-neoliberal
to a neoliberal austerity discourse in the construction of economic growth, the only significant
exception being the sudden de-linking of the role of social partnership to economic growth in the
neoliberal austerity discourse. Where social partnership was formerly key during the period of softneoliberalism it is now conspicuous by its absence.
One minor change is unveiled by keywords generated through corpus linguistic analysis.
Economy is an important keyword for the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) and it
collocates frequently with growth; a context which is predominantly concerned with returning the
economy to a state of growth following the start of the Great Recession. Yet the keyword analysis
also reveals an interesting link between economic growth and the combined issues of sovereignty
and control of the nation’s finances. This occurs within the context of a sovereign debt crisis where
Ireland’s fiscal sovereignty was significantly constrained by oversight from the Troika (Hardiman &
Regan, 2013) due to their provision of an “€85 billion financial assistance programme …
[composed of] €67.5 billion of external assistance and €17.5 billion of funds to be generated
internally” (Robbins & Lapsley, 2014, p. 92).
Growth continues to be constructed as antagonistic to public expenditure within the
budgetary neoliberal austerity discourse, indicating a point of continuity; though now the same
practice of cuts to expenditure is articulated in relation to regaining national sovereignty. This
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incorporation of sovereignty is part of a wider trend we observe during economic crises, namely the
incorporation of the nation and the interests of the nation as a subject within the discourse.
9.6.2 Debt and Deficits
Where debt and deficits under budgetary soft-neoliberalism formed a new common-sense in
the Gramscian (1947/1992) sense of the term, we observe little change in the neoliberal austerity
discourse. Instead of a new common-sense emerging, we see continued support for the view that
current budget deficit expenditure is counter-productive to economic growth.
In the opening and closing budget statements this manifests through the construction of
economic recovery which hangs on the implicit assumption that expansionary fiscal consolidation is
the answer to generating future economic growth. Budget cuts are presented once again as the
necessary course of action to reduce deficits and restore investor confidence in the Irish economy.
Constructing debt and deficits as inherently antagonistic to economic growth also manifests
through the keyword analysis of the term billion, which collocates most frequently with
euphemisms for cuts to public expenditure such as adjustments or consolidation. Whilst the budget
speeches examined typically employ a technical register, the specifically technocratic tone
employed throughout 2009-2015 leads us to believe that the neoliberal austerity discourse is not
indicative of a push towards a hardening of the neoliberal discourse. Instead, it is simply the playing
out of the internal logic of the soft-neoliberal discourse under radically altered and adverse
economic conditions as outlined in Chapter 3.
From analysis of the budgetary discourse, it would be a mistake to claim that the budgetary
discourse witnessed in the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) is something which has been
imposed on successive governments from outside of Ireland against their will. Rather, the moments
which deal with the construction of debt and deficits in the budgetary neoliberal austerity discourse
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possess too much continuity with their soft-neoliberal counterparts to argue that we witness a
significant discursive shift in budgets due to the sole influence of foreign actors.
9.6.3 Taxes: Competitiveness and Targeted Increases
We witness significant elements of continuity with the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse
when it comes to the construction of taxation in the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse. First,
there is a strong desire in the neoliberal austerity budgets to keep taxation low in spite of the fact
that rates of personal taxation increase during the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015).
Increases in taxation are not constructed as desirable, instead they are constructed as necessary
given the imperative of reducing deficits.
Where decreases in taxation were constructed in budgets as beneficial within soft-neoliberal
budget speeches during periods of economic growth, increases are now constructed as beneficial
and necessary, even if they are unpopular. This does not necessarily entail a level of incoherence,
only that there is an implicit hierarchy of policy preferences at play within neoliberal budgetary
discourse with the elimination of current budget deficits taking precedence over decreases in rates
of personal taxation. As a result of this we witness the widespread discussion of increases in
taxation which is what largely differentiates taxation as a moment in the neoliberal austerity
discourse from the soft-neoliberal budgetary discourse.
In popular discourse it is acknowledged that “preserving Ireland’s corporation tax regime is
a professed priority of every party that seeks realistically to serve in Government” (Leahy & Taylor,
2017, n.p.). It is therefore not surprising to see a continuation of this structural similarity during the
movement towards a budgetary discourse of neoliberal austerity where the underlying justifications
broadly remain the same; namely the increase in employment and taxation revenues that the low
rate of corporation tax facilitates.
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9.6.4 Maintaining Sovereignty Through Austerity as the National Interest: Constructing the
Neoliberal Social Imaginary in Budgets During a Financial Crisis
The social imaginary of the neoliberal austerity period in Irish budget speeches is based on
the maintenance of national sovereignty, which in turn is achieved by regaining a sense of economic
stability through the implementation of austerity. Analysis of the opening and closing budget
statements show how the invocation of the national interest functions as a signifier which attempts
to bind together disparate and sometimes contradictory demands of different social groups. In the
initial stages of the emergence of the neoliberal budgetary discourse, the national interest is
presented as synonymous with the elimination of current budget deficits. As such the particular
interests of different groups in Irish society are sublated into the greater social imaginary of the
national interest which serves to reduce the current budget deficit. Where the supposedly particular
interests of trade unions are decried as working against the national interest the particular interests
of capital as manifested through the reduction of corporation tax rates are elevated to the level of
universal interest.
The turn to a discourse of neoliberal austerity maintains this specific structuration of the
social imaginary in which cuts to public expenditure, increases in taxation on individuals and
maintenance of low rates of taxation for capital are presented as being in the universal interest of
all, made possible through the signifier of the nation. The governing majority which controls the
executive decides what constitutes the national interest, and so it appears here during this discursive
period of neoliberal budgetary austerity where cuts to public expenditure, increases in taxes on
individuals and targeted decreases in taxes on capital are presented as universal interests.
This particular construction of the national interest also emerges prominently through the
corpus-linguistic analysis. The most key keyword which emerges from the analysis is Ireland,
indicating a strong focus on Ireland as a state concerned predominantly with attracting investment
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and dealing with economic problems such as recovery and development. During no other period can
we witness Ireland as the most key keyword, which emphasises the turn towards the state. The
construction of public servants and the various forms of tax also support the initial analysis of
opening and closing budget statements. Public servants are constructed as having made valuable
contributions, through cuts and levies, to fixing a national problem whilst increases in personal
taxes are constructed as necessary with the same level of authority that dictates that taxes on capital
should remain at low levels.
The context in which the social imaginary is constructed as the national interest differs from
the preceding the soft-neoliberal discourse 1983-2018 by a measure of quantity rather than quality.
We witness a severe shift in economic fortunes from the end of the period of soft-neoliberal
budgetary discourse to the beginning of current period though the underlying discursive logic
remains the same; deficit reduction remains key. The discourse of neoliberal austerity has more in
common with the opening phase of the soft-neoliberal discourse during the early 1980s and its
initial appearances during the breakdown of the left-liberal discourse which also occurred during a
time of more profound economic crisis than that of the final years of the soft-neoliberal discourse.
Regardless, the changing context fails to unseat the social imaginary as national interest in this
move to a discourse of neoliberal austerity.
9.6.5 Homogenising Identity: The Re-Emergence of National Identity
Whilst much similarity exists between the construction of key moments in the softneoliberal and neoliberal austerity discourses, one of the most important points of departure
between these two variants of neoliberal discourse can be found in construction of group identity.
The soft-neoliberal discourse in budgets covered in the preceding period seeks to fragment the
social into a diverse array of subject positions such as children, families and pensioners. On the
contrary, during the present period we witness through the initial close reading of opening and
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closing budget statements that there is a decisive shift from employing logics of difference to the
employment of logics of equivalence, or a contracting of the social.
The many and varied subject positions open to citizens in the preceding soft-neoliberal
discourse (1983-2008) are now largely subsumed under the unitary subjectivity of the people.
Where the national interest is invoked in budgets at the start of the crisis by both FF-GP and FG-L
coalitions, it is only with the emergence of the FG-L government that we observe this tendency
towards the contraction of the social and promulgation of the people as a key identity category.
The re-emergence of the people as a category happens overwhelmingly in budgets from
2011 to 2015, the years during which FG and L exercised power together in a coalition government.
This raises the question of whether or not the shift in the construction of the social during the
neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) pertains to a shift in the discourse itself, or might be
explained by the rhetoric of a new government which seeks to demarcate boundaries between itself
and the preceding FF-GP coalition which suffered an historic defeat as previously discussed in
section 9.2.4 when discussing the political context of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015).
Whilst it is tempting to adopt the second position, it is necessary to argue on behalf of the
first from within the constraints of discourse. Whilst both FF-GP and FG-L coalition governments
adopt a neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015), it is the FG-L coalition government from 2011
to 2016 that manages to construct a new vision of the social in budgets speeches which ultimately
prevails. This becomes the prevailing vision of the social within the neoliberal austerity discourse.
The social is no longer constructed as being comprised of disparate groups whose needs should be
addressed, but is newly constructed as a cohesive unity for whom the incumbent coalition
government acts in the interests of.
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9.6.6 Summarising the Discourse of Neoliberal Austerity
In summary, an examination of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) raises the
question of whether austerity discourse in budgets is a novel phenomenon which breaks from the
preceding soft-neoliberal discourse, or is simply a minor adaptation of the same discourse when
confronted with a changed economic environment. One might argue that austerity functions as a
discourse in and of itself, comprised of “policies of deficit reduction, expansionary fiscal
contraction and internal devaluation, popularly dubbed as … an austerity discourse” (Lovering,
2017, p.1). This perspective on austerity discourse was sympathetic to the author’s own view on the
functioning of austerity in general, and specifically within Irish budgets before conducting this
research.
On reflection, the discourse of neoliberal austerity in the budgets is not a radically different
discourse to the soft-neoliberalism which preceded it. It is a variant of the same overarching
structure of neoliberal discourse which appears to be radically different only because the outcome
of the discourse differs in relation to a changed economic environment. Like a Janus head, they
represent two faces of the same discourse rather than two distinct and antagonistic discourses.
Figure 9.5 offers a partial visualisation of the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse.
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Figure 9.5
A partial visualisation of the neoliberal austerity discursive structure

Note. Author’s interpretation. Blue signifies analysis derived from the close reading of opening and
closing statements, red signifies analysis derived from keyword and concordance analysis.

Instead, we arrive at the conclusion that neoliberal austerity discourse functions not as a
schism from the period of soft-neoliberalism which preceded it, but emerges as its logical
progression when faced with an economic crisis of the magnitude experienced in during the Great
Recession. There is little change in the underlying structure of the discourse from that which
preceded it; the key to growth still lies with competitiveness, debt and deficits are constructed in
much the same manner and taxes largely continue to be constructed in a negative light as things
which should be reduced, even if necessity dictates their increase. The change of discourse
witnessed in the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) is thus not of the same type witnessed
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during the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) which saw the dissolution of a formerly
hegemonic budgetary discourse and the re-articulation of most of its main moments.
The neoliberal austerity discourse is presented from the perspective of a post-ideological
position (Baines and Kelsey, 2013) by successive ministers for finance, where policy is portrayed as
being based on a simple and plain appraisal of reality rather than being refracted through the
distorting lens of a given ideology. It is thus worth discussing how the construction of neoliberal
austerity discourse in Ireland relates to ongoing discussions of austerity discourses in Europe.
Though not employing a post-structural discourse approach Maesse (2018) examines three
discourses in which the meaning of austerity is contested by experts, or in the language of poststructural discourse analysis, three discourses for which austerity acts as a floating signifier. These
are an ordoliberal discourse of austerity, a critical Keynesian discourse of austerity and a
supposedly pragmatic or moderate discourse adopted by experts within the ECB which forms a
middle-ground of hedged statements somewhere between the ordoliberal and Keynesian discourses.
What is referred to as a neoliberal austerity discourse in this study has much in common
with Maesse’s (2018) ordoliberal conception of austerity which constructs the underlying problem
of European economies as suffering from problems of competitiveness as opposed to a lack of
demand which should be stimulated through deficit expenditure. This work would support the idea
that austerity is not inherently a discourse in and of itself, but is a floating signifier that other
discourses attempt to fix. For the budget speeches examined in Pediod D from 2009-2015 the
discourse which orders austerity is a distinctly neoliberal discourse and a continuation of the softneoliberal discourse which preceded it.
9.7 Conclusion: A Model of Budgetary Discourse in Ireland 1970-2015
As stated in the opening section of this chapter, this work seeks to address three research
questions. What discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015? How are
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these discourses structured? And how are group identities and concepts of the social constructed
within these different discourses? The findings presented in the preceding sections address these
questions and point towards a model of budgetary discourse for the 45 year period examined.
The left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) witnesses the dominance of a left-liberal discourse
which draws from Keynesian thought and aligns more broadly with the post-war golden age of
social democracy. This gives way to a period of discursive tumult where the left-liberal discourse
competes with a newly emergent neoliberal discourse to articulate a path out of a period of
economic crisis which witnesses successive governments beset by unsustainable budget deficits,
rising inflation and increasing levels of foreign debt. This is resolved in favour of the neoliberal
discourse which emerges as a form of soft-neoliberal discourse, a discourse which adheres to the
basic principles of neoliberal ideology whilst making concessions towards the possibility of social
expenditure if budget surpluses permit. The soft-neoliberal discourse finally gives way to a
discourse of neoliberal austerity which, far from renouncing the core moments of the soft-neoliberal
discourse, largely upholds them; providing the rationale for implementing a programme of budget
cuts and tax increases which, at first glance, appear to be widely divergent from the soft-neoliberal
discourse which precedes it.
The left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) is, in part, organised around a dichotomy between
economic growth and inflation. Both inflation and economic growth are constructed as being
affected by increases in government expenditure; the government’s role in forming budgets is thus
constructed as one which requires finesse in treading a fine balance between the expansionary fiscal
policy of running budget deficits and the negative inflationary effects that this has. Issues of identity
and conceptions of the social are configured in a more inclusive manner with emphasis on common
identities and constructing a society in which social justice is a priority for all citizens.
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The interpretation of the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982) witnesses an initial
dislocation followed by the collapse of a hegemonic left-liberal budgetary discourse when faced
with an economic crisis that it cannot convincingly articulate a solution to. The breakdown of leftliberal discourse (1978-1982) witnesses the gradual contestation of core left-liberal assumptions
about the benefits of deficit expenditure during the midst of severe economic pressure (Bacon et al.,
1986; Dukelow, 2011) previously discussed, bringing us to the point of rejecting deficit expenditure
in favour of maintaining balanced budgets.
The budgetary discourse of soft-neoliberalsim (1983-2008) establishes the primacy of
competitiveness and sustainable growth over expansionary expenditure. Debt and deficits are
constructed as negative, attaining the position of a new common-sense justified by the economic
turmoil experienced after the second oil shock of 1979. As the period unfolds, taxes become more
aligned with the issue of competitiveness for capital and tax reliefs for citizens. Social expenditure
is constructed as a mechanism for aiding the most needy, rather than as a tool for achieving social
justice and equality. Finally, the issue of identity is fragmented and dispersed as the period
progresses with the recognition of many different identities. Whilst many of these themes are
typically neoliberal, the lack of an outright ideological assault on the welfare-state makes the
budgetary discourse of soft-neoliberalism in Ireland particularly novel.
The structure of the soft-neoliberal discourse brings us to the conclusion that state
expenditure is not something which should be opposed on the basis of ideological, or moral
grounds; rather it should be opposed on the basis of fiscal prudence when economic conditions
necessitate such opposition. In this manner, the soft neoliberal discourse manages to effectively lay
the groundwork for de-politicising the organisation of the economy and the distribution of
resources.
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The neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015), brings us to a minor dislocation, followed
by a re-setting of the initial discourse in altered form; the continuation of neoliberal discourse under
the guise of a neoliberal austerity discourse. Many of the main assumptions about competitiveness,
taxation and the role of debt and deficits remain largely unchallenged whilst the construction of
identities and the social imaginary undergo significant changes, consolidating around the issue of
national interests and a construction of collective identity through the people. Figure 9.5 offers a
visual representation of the structure of the contestation of the neoliberal austerity discourse from
2009 to 2015.
Considering the presence of the soft neoliberal budgetary discourse (1983-2008) and the
neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) it is necessary to acknowledge how the findings
presented in this thesis are situated in relation to literature concerning the development of
neoliberalism in Ireland. The findings speak to the importance of understanding neoliberalism as a
heterogeneous phenomenon rather than a homogeneous one; the analysis of budgetary discourse
presented in this thesis speaks to the existence of many different, actually existing, manifestations
of neoliberalism (Peck et al., 2018) and the periodisation presented is broadly supportive of recent
literature on the variety of forms of liberalism experienced by the Irish state (McDonough, 2018; Ó
Riain, 2018).
The findings also affirm that the predominant manner in which neoliberal ideology
developed in Ireland has been largely pragmatic rather than overtly ideological (Kirby, 2002;
Kitchin et al., 2012; O’Callaghan et al., 2015; Phelan, 2007), or in the words of Kitchin et al. (2012)
it tends to be a “piecemeal, serendipitous, pragmatic and commonsensical” (p. 1306) path towards
the adoption of neoliberal practices which tends to coincide temporally with European integration
(Coakley, 2012). Additionally, aside from the pragmatic-ideological distinction, we are also
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presented with a form of soft-neoliberalism (Quiggin, 2018) which entails a movement away from a
focus on equality of outcome towards one of equality of opportunity (Quiggin, 2018; Kirby, 2002).
The neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse findings broadly support extant literature on
disciplinary neoliberalism (Dukelow & Kennett. 2018; Gill, 2017). There is a focus on selfdisciplinary actions within the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse which mirrors an important
facet of the disciplinary neoliberal concept advanced initially by Gill (1995) and subsequently
employed by Dukelow and Kennett (2018) in the context of Irish neoliberalism during the Great
Recession.
The findings of this thesis additionally support PSDT research conducted by Phelan (2014),
specifically his investigation of economic discourse from 2008 to 2013 in The Irish Times using
concordance analysis. There are three broad similarities shared between the findings of this thesis
and Phelan’s (2014) study.
First, the absence or omission of the use of terms neoliberal and capitalism from both the
journalistic discourse and the budgetary discourse analysed in this thesis speaks to a “postideological atmosphere that regards ideology as a negative force and refrains from naming the crisis
as an ideological crisis” (Phelan, 2014, p. 103). Second, there is a tendency to employ a rhetorical
device to delegitimise one’s opponents and shut-down dialogue within both the journalistic
discourse as well as the neoliberal austerity budgetary discourse as analysed in this thesis. This
takes the form of framing one’s position in the context of defining and subsequently acknowledging
the reality of a situation; the de facto position of one’s opponent thus becomes a failure to
acknowledge reality as opposed to defending a conflicting opinion. Finally, Phelan (2014)
acknowledges the tendency to employ the concept of the common good within journalistic
discourse which stands in opposition to vested interests. This observation supports the finding that
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the social imaginary of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015) also invokes the notion of a
common good.
The findings of this thesis advance a clear empirical model of the development of Irish
budgetary discourse which helps to provide an overview of the contours of the development of
neoliberal budgetary discourse. It thus provides a clear periodisation of when specific neoliberal
discourses emerge and recede over the 45 year period examined.
The current analysis contributes to the DI theorisation of “power through, over and in ideas”
(Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016, p.318) by demonstrating how one must examine the structural
composition and integrity of a discourse to understand the ways in which they are produced and
reproduced or replaced in the event of a dislocation which cannot be sutured. Whilst crises do not
mechanistically lead to discursive change it appears that in the case of the periods examined a
significant change in discourse does not occur without a crisis, an observation which mirrors
Baumgartner and Jones’ (1993) adaptation of the long established theory of punctuated equilibrium
(Gould & Eldredge, 1972, 1993) from the field of evolutionary biology.
Budget speeches are texts which seek to construct various objects of interest, most notably
economic growth, debt and taxation in addition to future images of society and the groups which
comprise it. What constitutes sound fiscal practice in relation to economic growth in 1970, 2005 or
2011 is a matter of different discourses fixing the meaning of this same signifier. In the case of the
2005 and 2011, variants of the same discourse in which the signifier points to a different signified.
Understanding this model of discourse opens new avenues for strategic interventions. It
emphasises the need for action during moments of dislocation, points to the necessity of an
alternative social imaginary and invites the reader to consider the tactics employed in the
construction of subjectivity. Over the course of the final chapter these issues will be explored in
greater detail.
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10.1 Introduction
The purpose of this thesis has been to develop the theoretical understanding of discourses
employed within Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015, specifically its aim was to examine the
“mechanisms by which meaning is produced, fixed, contested and subverted” (Howarth, 2005, p.
341) within Irish budget speeches as a medium for the construction of fiscal policy. To address this
aim, the following questions were asked: what discourses are employed in Irish budget speeches
from 1970 to 2015? How are these discourses structured? Finally, how are group identities and
social imaginaries constructed over this period?
These questions were answered through the employment of two methods as outlined in
Chapter 5 and informed by theoretical resources as outlined in Chapter 4. First, a close reading of
budget speech opening and closing statements in Chapters 6 and 7 provided a means for a
preliminary investigation of the discourses employed within the texts, providing both a series of
abductive inferences about the structure of discourses within the 45 year corpus as well as a
periodisation required based on these inferences for the following stage of analysis. The second
stage of analysis presented in Chapter 8 engaged in the process of further abductive inference
through the use of keyword and concordance analyses to explore the construction of keywords
throughout these periods. The use of corpus linguistics enabled the demonstration of quantifiable
statements about language usage largely supporting the initial close readings of opening and closing
statements whilst also rendering new information relevant to understanding discursive structures
employed within the budget speeches.
In summary it was found that in addressing the first research question four discourses are
employed in Irish budget speeches from 1970 to 2015, a left-liberal discourse from 1970-1977, a
period of contestation which witnesses the breakdown of left-liberal discourse from 1978-1982, a
soft-neoliberal discourse from 1983-2008 and a neoliberal austerity discourse from 2009-2015. In
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addressing the second research question it was found that these discourses tend to be constructed
around a common set of signifiers as shown in Chapters 6 and 8, whose meanings change
significantly as change is observed between the discursive periods. The final research question
which asks how subject positions and social imaginaries are constructed is answered in Chapter 7
with supporting data in Chapter 8. On the one hand we find that the expansion and contraction of
subject positions tends to coincide with the availability of resources to address particular needs, at
least within the context of the two neoliberal discourses. Social imaginaries on the other hand move
from a general focus on a common good under left-liberal discourse (1970-1977) towards the vision
of constructing an enterprising, fair and prosperous society during the soft-neoliberal discourse
(1983-2008) and then a return towards a focus on the existence of a common good during the crisis
years of the neoliberal austerity discourse (2009-2015).
The findings of this study support an emerging literature (Alzahrani, 2020; Jacobs &
Tschötschel, 2019; Nikisianis et al., 2019) which employs corpus linguistics to facilitate the analysis
of discourse from a post-structuralist perspective. It also supports Nonhoff’s (2019, p. 74)
observation that “any political discourse will sooner or later have to refer to some idea of the
common good (or a similar concept)” as seen from the emergence of social imaginaries during
times of crisis, a point which is important insofar as the idea of a common good seems to come to
the fore in budgetary discourse when there is pain which must be endured.
The study offers a contribution to the literature on the emergence of neoliberalism within
Ireland by offering a clear periodisation of when the discourse of neoliberalism appeared within
Irish budget speeches, with the initial dislocation of the left-liberal discourse from 1979 to the
emergence of neoliberalism as a hegemonic discourse in 1983. This offers further clarification in
light of rough and imprecise attempts to chart its emergence (Lynch, 2012; Mercille & Murphy,
2015) or the claim that its emergence was as late as 1987 (Allen, 2000).
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The research also offers a contribution to the literature on DI. Whilst this research reaffirms
an acknowledged ontological incompatibility between PSDT (Jacobs, 2019) and the work of
Schmidt (2008) there is a useful space for more contributions from the former to the latter. Analysis
of dislocatory moments support Panizza and Miorelli’s (2013, p. 315) assertion against DI and in
favour of PSDT that “institutional change cannot be accounted for solely in terms of communicative
reason and bargaining … [this] brings about the importance of identifying the moment of
conversion to understand change”.
This thesis has highlighted the need for further research. First, further refinement of a
methodological approach to using corpus linguistics to investigate theoretical concepts outlined by
PSDT is required. Initial and substantive steps have been undertaken in this respect by Nonhoff
(2007), Glasze (2007a, 2007b) and more recently Nikisianis et al. (2019), Jacobs and Tschötschel
(2019) and MacDonald et al., (2021) but further research will bring a degree of standardisation and
clarity needed to formalise an approach to the marriage of corpus linguistic methods with PSDT.
Secondly, there is a fruitful path for future research which marries those strains of DI with a PSDTinformed approach to discourse analysis. Lastly, development of statistical measures of salience for
keyword analysis offer future lines of inquiry (Gabrielatos, 2018).
The next section offers a more detailed discussion of aforementioned contributions. This is
followed by a discussion of possible avenues for future research rendered more clearly visible by
this thesis.
10.2 Contributions
The thesis offers a number of contributions regarding periodisation, the role of discourse and
DI and methodological contributions. It is hoped that these additions will contribute, if only in a
minor fashion, to each of the respective fields they address.
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10.2.1 Contribution A: Periodisation and Structure of Irish Budgetary Discourse
The combined use of corpus linguistics and PSDT is still a field in its relative infancy
despite pioneering work in discourse analysis by Pêcheux (1975) who combined theoretical
influences from structuralist linguistics, lexicometry, Marxism and Lacanian psychoanalysis. This
study provides a clear methodological contribution to the issue of periodisation by demonstrating
that one can segment a corpus through careful identification and reading of a sub-corpus in order to
identify key discursive features. This periodisation can be used to effectively conduct keyword
analysis supported by concordancing or further quantitative analysis such as collocate analysis.
This is an important contribution because it provides a method for entering into the analysis
of a corpus with a set of theoretical tools which dictate the periodisation on the basis of observable
changes in discourse within the corpus. It does not require the adoption of a periodisation based on
pre-existing discourses, popular or not, which are derived from work outside the corpus. The benefit
to this is simple. One is able to analyse the material at hand and observe potential differences in the
formation of a discourse which would not otherwise be possible if adopting a method which
assumes a priori the temporal boundaries and forms of discourses under investigation.
Literature concerning the emergence of neoliberal ideology in Ireland enjoys a considerable
scholarship, from attempts to better understand the type of actually existing neoliberalism (Dukelow
& Kennett, 2018; Kirby, 2002; Kitchin et al., 2012; O’Callaghan et al., 2015; Phelan, 2007) to more
recent sector-specific scholarship (Casey, 2019; Hodgins & Mannix-McNamara, 2021; Norris,
2022; O’Callaghan & McGuirk, 2021) this thesis helps to advance this literature by offering a clear
periodisation of budgetary discourse. Regarding periodisation, some scholars offers rough timeframes of the development of Irish neoliberalism spanning decades (Lynch, 2012; Mercille &
Murphy, 2015) whilst others such as Allen (2000) identify moments when neoliberalism appears to
take shape later than this thesis suggests, such as after 1987. This work challenges the idea that the
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formation of neoliberal ideology, from the perspective of what can be observed from within budget
speeches, is neither obscure in its origins nor is it as late in its formation as 1987. On the contrary,
we can clearly see the breakdown of left-liberal budgetary discourse after the second oil crisis in
1979 amid mounting debts. A counter-hegemonic neoliberal discourse emerges to contest the void
opened up by a clear dislocation of the hegemonic left-liberal discourse. This neoliberal discourse
becomes sedimented after 1983. It was not merely a “muted language of social democracy [which]
remained intact” (Lynch, 2012, p.91) but rather the development of a completely new discourse in
which the meaning of key signifiers radically changed.
10.2.2 Contribution B: Discourse and Discursive Institutionalism
This thesis also offers a contribution to ongoing work within the field of DI which suffers
from a tendency to reduce discourse to the formal structure of ideas (Schmidt, 2008; Carstensen &
Schmidt, 2016). By demonstrating how PSDT can be operationalised to examine the development
of discourse within budget speeches, it can be empirically demonstrated how material signification
changes over time without resorting to the metaphysical realm of ideas. Whilst this is not the first
study to combine PSDT and corpus linguistic analysis, it is in a minority with relatively few
scholars such as Nabers (2009, 2015) offering contributions which combine these approaches.
The work complements that of other approaches to DI from a historical institutionalist
perspective such as Blyth (2002, p. 45) who makes the observation that
understanding the role of ideas in effecting institutional transformation resolves this
dilemma [of change] by enabling the analyst to view the making and breaking of
institutional orders as a sequential phenomenon of uncertainty reduction, mobilization,
contestation, and institutional replacement that occurs through time.
By replacing Blyth’s use of the term idea in the quotation above with discourse we can arrive at a
more thorough understanding of how meaning is constructed through acts of signification. This is
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not a mere slight of hand in exchanging the word discourse for ideas, but helps us to understand
how institutional orders are made or broken at critical points in time, as well as allowing us to
examine the constant process of discursive reproduction which sustains them. By combining PSDT
with corpus linguistics a clear contribution has been made towards understanding how discourse in
Irish budget speeches has changed from 1970 to 2015.
10.2.3 Contribution C: Methodological Contributions
A persistent critique of post-structural discourse analysis is its methodological weakness
(Jørgensen & Phillips, 2002; Keller, 2012; Marttila, 2015). This thesis has made a small
contribution towards responding to this critique by fruitfully combining the rich theoretical
contributions of PSDT with closer-reading techniques and corpus linguistic analysis, specifically
keyword and concordance analysis, into a framework which can be reproduced for future analyses.
Attempts to combine lexicometric, or corpus-linguistic methods with PSDT are small in number
(Glasze, 2007a; Jacobs & Tschötschel, 2019; Nabers, 2009; Nikisianis et al., 2019). Despite the
clear benefits which spring from this methodological synergy most empirical work still remains
focused on close readings of short texts given the lack of clear methodological guidance in relation
to empirical investigation of theoretical concepts used within discourse theoretical research.
By utilising corpus linguistics to examine a body of work which spans over 45 years we
offer an empirical example of Laclau’s (1990, p. 62) theoretical point that a
mythical space cannot function as a critical alternative to another space if the latter is fully
constituted … it is not the ‘structurality of the dominant structure to which the mythical
space is opposed, but its de-structuring effects. The mythical space is constituted as a
critique of the lack of structuration accompanying the dominant order [emphasis added].
We see this clearly through the period of discursive crisis which coincides with the oil crisis of
1979, the breakdown of left-liberal discourse (1978-1982). The failure of the preceding budgetary
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discourse of left-liberalism to articulate a convincing explanation and solution for the crisis leads to
the constitution of neoliberal budgetary discourse as a myth which is capable of filling this space.
Of course, neoliberal discourse existed before as a counter-hegemonic discourse but it took the destructuring effects of the crisis to bring the hegemonic discourse into disrepute and open the door
for an alternative discourse.
10.3 Future Research
This thesis points towards a number of avenues for future research in relation to comparative
studies as well as further synthesis between DI and PSDT. The scope of this project was
unfortunately limited by time and material constraints and it is hoped that some of these avenues
can be explored in more depth in the near future.
10.3.1 Cross-Country Comparative Studies
One of the most obvious avenues for future research is the replication of this study to
compare the construction of budgetary discourse in Ireland with countries that share a similar
institution of budget speeches. A number of factors might be considered for selecting a country
appropriate for further study.
The first potential factor consists of membership of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and the second potential factor might stipulate that budget
speeches should be published in English to avoid issues which arise when considering crosslinguistic corpora, an issue which can make the most basic task of comparing the equivalency of
words for frequency analyses problematic (Freake et al., 2011; McEnery & Hardie, 2011).
Concerning the first factor, ensuring that the countries are OECD members ensures that one
is comparing countries which share a number of common commitments towards political and
economic goals. Nations which are members of the OECD are liberal, capitalist democracies and
members of a supranational organisation whose self-stated role is to “continue to help countries
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develop policies together to promote economic growth and healthy labour markets, boost
investment and trade, support sustainable development, raise living standards, and improve the
functioning of markets” (OECD, 2011, p. 2). By ensuring that the countries are ideologically similar
in their commitment to liberal capitalist democracy in the broadest sense, one automatically filters
for those countries which adopt planned-economies or pursue other forms of political organisation
other than liberal democracy.
Concerning the second factor, by only selecting those countries which publish or deliver
budget speeches in English, it is ensured that additional issues involved with engaging in crosslinguistic analysis are avoided; for more information concerning challenges in cross-linguistic
corpus assisted discourse studies see Vessey (2013). Whilst there is an active community of scholars
(Freake et al., 2011; Siiner & L’nyavskiy-Ekelund, 2017; Taylor, 2014; Vessey, 2013, 2015) who
engage in multi-lingual work, reducing the scope to only those budget speeches delivered in English
will reduce these difficulties.
Another factor to consider is Lijphardt’s (1999/2012) seminal work which categorises
democracies on the basis of dimensions derived from institutional variables plotted on executiveparties and federal-unitary axes which are demonstrated through a “two-dimensional conceptual
map of democracy” (Lijphardt, 199/2012, p.244). The structure of democracies will tend, according
to Lijphardt (1999/2012), towards ideals of either majoritarian or consensus models of democracy
with implications for government activity, specifically “the kinder and gentler qualities of
consensus democracy are likely to manifest themselves through the following areas of government
activity; social welfare, the protection of the environment, criminal justice and foreign aid”
(Lijphardt, 1999/2012, p.288). By selecting countries from different quadrants of this map one
might test the hypothesis that one may expect to observe different discourses across the quadrants
and similarities between discourses produced by countries within the same quadrants.
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From these suggestions, a number of other countries appear to be ripe for comparative
analysis, specifically the UK, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. Stretching the boundaries of any
of the factors mentioned above complicates future work but does not render it impossible. This
thesis opens up many new avenues for future research purely on the basis of cross-country
comparative analysis alone.
10.3.2 Comparative Studies Using a Different Corpus: Social and Press Media Construction of
Budgets
Another option for future research involves retaining the contextual focus on Ireland from
1970 to 2015 but comparing the development of budgetary discourse in budget speeches with other
corpora; this has the potential to be particularly insightful as comparison across genres leads us
towards insights which are otherwise overlooked when comparing discourse within a genre (Keller,
2012). There are many possible corpora which could be built for this purpose including: opposition
responses to budget statements, radio, television and/or social media accounts of budget statements.
One possible corpus could be developed from newspaper articles on budgets spanning from 1970 to
2015. Sub-corpora could be established on the grounds of newspaper type such as broadsheet or
tabloid and the ideological stance of the paper which grants yet further avenues for research to
compare the construction of budgets as delivered by finance ministers and how they are reported in
the press.
Comparing discourses across different media will enable the researcher to achieve a greater
understanding of the effects of a given discourse. One of the limitations of this study is the fact that
it only examines budget speeches and cannot therefore make any authoritative statements based on
primary research about the degree to which the discourses observed within the budget speeches had
a wider impact on society. It would be of interest to examine whether or not budget speeches lead or
tail discourses seen in print media. A much smaller study employing fewer methods was conducted
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by Phelan (2014). This examined economic discourse in The Irish Times from 2008 to 2013,
supporting the idea that there is scope for corpus-driven PSDT informed research using Irish media.
10.3.3 Discursive Institutionalism and the Possibility of Employing Critical Junctures with
Discourse Analysis
The findings discussed leads us to the observation that there exists a possibility to construct
a bridge between PSDT and Critical Junctures Theory (CJT) (Collier & Collier, 1991) which may
prove fruitful for both schools, as well as for future analysis. It should be noted that scholars such as
Hogan and Timoney (2017) have made significant inroads into combining CJT with DI, though as
of yet limited attempts have been made towards combining PSDT with CJT despite fruitful
advances between advocates of PSDT (Panizza & Miorelli, 2013) and DI (Schmidt, 2008, 2010) as
well as broader interventions into the sphere of post-structuralist approaches to policy analysis
(Griggs & Howarth, 2002, 2017; Howarth & Griggs, 2012, 2015).
One reason for this might be the fundamental epistemic differences between the two
approaches which must be acknowledged. Nevertheless, we would argue that these differences do
not bar the possibility of a useful working relationship between the fields.
Two important differences exist between CJT and PSDT. Whilst both CJT and PSDT adhere
to forms of epistemological relativism, there exists a crucial difference in the objective of
knowledge creation for each theory. First, the epistemological framework for CJT is based
implicitly on an acceptance of Kuhnian epistemological relativism (Doppelt, 1978), asserting that
critical junctures occur with the emergence of paradigmatic change (Hogan & Timoney, 2017). The
goal is to create a model which can explain causal relationships which lead to policy change
between the extra-discursive event of a crisis and the ideational change which results from it.
On the other hand, PSDT explicitly casts itself as a “constitutive theory … a framework of
consistently related concepts and logics, coupled with a distinctive social ontology which provides a
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common language to describe, interpret and evaluate social phenomena” (Howarth, 2000, p. 130). It
eschews the search for causal relationships as Howarth (2000, p. 131) summarises further:
Discourse theorists are concerned with how and under what conditions, and for what
reasons, discourses are constructed, contested and change. They seek … to describe,
understand and explain particular historical events and processes, rather than establish
empirical generalizations or test universal hypotheses.
These approaches may seem irreconcilable due to their different goals but the author would argue
that PSDT can offer a conceptual framework for explaining change in a more detailed and
systematic fashion if one is willing to go beyond the cognitivist focus on ideas and instead adopt an
analytical toolbox which is concerned with the production, reproduction and arrangement of
material signifiers in systems of meaning known as discourses.
Both CJT and PSDT stand in opposition to theories which assert a mechanistic relationship
between crises and ideational change, failing to offer a nuanced account of change, such as
punctuated equilibrium theory (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Gould & Eldredge, 1972). Extant
ideational collapse (Legro, 2000) in CJT is comparable to the concept of dislocation. This does not
have to be brought about by an economic crisis, simply an event or series thereof which lead to the
coherency of hegemonic discourse becoming disrupted, or as Howarth (2000, p. 111) states
“dislocations are events that cannot be symbolized by an existent discursive order, and thus function
to disrupt that order”. In this manner, a crisis may provoke a dislocation in the existent discursive
order, but does not necessarily necessitate a dislocation. This is comparable to the concept of extant
ideational collapse (Legro, 2000) which may or may not lead to policy change (Hogan & Timoney,
2017, p. 68).
Alternately, the concept of ideational consolidation (Legro, 2000) is comparable to the
displacement of the extant discourse and the introduction of a newly hegemonic discourse. Here
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there is an important difference, where CJT focuses on reaching a consensus among actors, PSDT is
concerned with the establishment of hegemony.
In the case of a failure to establish new ideational consolidation, this concept is comparable
to a hegemonic discourse which suffers a dislocation, but manages to re-set the dislocation or suture
the gap which is opened up. As such, it continues in an altered form up until a new dislocation
arises during which the coherency of the discourse is once more called into question.
From this perspective, what constitutes a critical juncture is synonymous with the establishment of a
new hegemonic discourse. The analytical focus thus moves from trying to determine if there has
been extant ideational collapse followed by consolidation around a new idea, towards a concrete
analysis of policy discourse. Where Hogan and Doyle (2009) point out that CJT can examine how
various influencers and policy entrepreneurs interact to aid or block policy change, PSDT provides
a ready framework for analysis through the concept of hegemony.
10.4 Concluding Remarks
As I reflect on the journey of this thesis I find myself in the position of having learned much
across my specific discipline, but in doing so I have come to understand how little I truly know.
This realisation is not just humbling, it is also exciting; although my research questions have been
answered I now find myself with even more questions to pursue.
One question which I am inextricably brought back to is the issue of the referent and its
place in the analysis of discourse. This is not a new issue, being a point of contention between
Bhaskar and Laclau (1998) in spite of commonality between their respective theoretical
perspectives. The interplay between discourse and economic referents requires further examination
which is beyond the scope of this project, requiring both further theoretical and methodological
developments.
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Finally, the highlight of writing this thesis for me has been the pleasure experiencing that
research is an inextricably social endeavour; it is a dialogue with the living and the dead through
which each insight and breakthrough is built on the unquantifiable labour of generations of prior
scholarship. It has been a privilege, with much guidance and help, to be able to engage and
hopefully contribute to this in a minor but hopefully positive way.
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